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I inherited my mother’s home in the Oakland, California hills several years after the firestorm of 1991. A shifting wind spared the house, a modest 1950s ranch-style with a stunning view of San Francisco Bay, and when the fire was over, Mother’s was the only one still standing in a two-block radius of blackened rubble.
In retrospect, it might have been better if the house had burned down; at least the insurance company would have built her a new one. By 1991, a penchant for Caribbean cruises and flights to Hong Kong had exhausted Mother's modest inheritance and the reality of living on a widow's pension that sufficed to buy designer clothes or maintain the house, but not both, was sinking in. She opted for Versace, and by the time I took possession of the property, the wooden deck was falling off, the paint was peeling and the roof leaked. My real estate agent said the buyers would tear the place down; only the land was valuable.
I set to work getting the house ready for sale. One afternoon, between trips to the dumpster, I discovered several boxes full of old letters underneath the bed in my parents’ room. I found two more cartons in the closet under a pile of straw hats, then four more in the bedroom that was once mine, and then … in short, my mother had saved all the letters she’d ever received, hundreds of letters, perhaps thousands of letters, in a correspondence going back more than 60 years.
I was astounded. Why hadn’t I seen these boxes before? And why had my mother – who was neither sentimental nor a hoarder – saved the letters? I dragged the boxes to the living room and sat down on the floor to examine them. Most of the senders I couldn’t identify, and these letters I threw in the trash, but when I recognized a familiar name, I couldn’t resist the temptation to read a few lines.
In a letter three decades old, a high school friend of Mother’s wrote that her daughter was coming home to have a baby while her husband served in Vietnam. Mother must have been happy to read Vicki’s news, but it brought tears to my eyes because I knew the Viet Kong shot down her son-in-law’s plane and he never saw his little boy.
Another friend wrote to say a mammogram had detected a tumor in her breast, but since the growth was small – thank goodness – the doctor expected her to recover fully. He was wrong.
Granddad wrote that my grandmother was ill, then that she was worse, and finally that she was dead.
Dead, all dead. I don’t know why I opened those letters; reading them was like walking through a graveyard.
But there were happier ones. A small shoebox contained the letters Daddy sent to my mother in 1935, during their engagement; although the handwriting was familiar, I didn’t recognize the urbane man I knew as my father in the author’s awkward prose. In what were probably the first love letters he’d ever written, the young naval officer described his ship and his comrades; he thanked Mother for finding an apartment. And here and there, almost with embarrassment, he inserted a timid word of affection.
The last box was sealed with heavy tape; I got a knife from the kitchen and slit it open. To my amazement, the letters inside were mine – letters in a childish scrawl beginning invariably “How are you? I am fine,” sent from various summer camps, and others mailed from a boarding school in Spain. At the bottom, tied with a faded blue ribbon, lay a stack of letters I wrote from college, and in reading them I rediscovered myself.
Were those letters really mine or was it someone else’s correspondence in my mother’s box? Was I the girl who wrote about the Paraguayan professor that invited her to drink wine and listen to folk music in his apartment? I had felt so sophisticated telling this story. (True, I’d omitted a few details: we weren’t alone, and after the first sip of Chablis I was seized with a coughing fit).
Was it I who described a joyous day of sailing on Puget Sound with salt spray on my face and the wind whipping my hair? Was I the one who’d fallen head over heels in love?
With the passage of time, marriage, work and children, I scarcely recognized the lighthearted girl of 40 years before in the sober adult I had become.
I looked at the handwriting; it was little changed. And the return address, yes, it was the residence hall where I lived, but the author, was it really me? I read a few more of the letters. They were full of joy, exuberant, and bubbling with life. And they were mine.
Blaine Hall, Room B102
University of Washington, Seattle
Sept. 11, 1956
Dear Mother and Daddy,
Classes began yesterday and I’m so happy to be back in school. This quarter is going to be fantastic! I’m taking the anthropology of Oceania (the professor has a perpetual blob of mucous or ? between his lips and when he opens his mouth it stretches like a rubber band – gross!), primate and human evolution, twentieth century Spanish literature and modern European history.
Do you remember my friend Norma Berrigan, the graduate student in Romance languages? We had dinner together Sunday at a barbecue place on “the Ave” and she asked if I’d like to go with her next summer to a Quaker work camp in Mexico. We’re planning to stop by the American Friends Service Committee office tomorrow to get the details; Norma says it costs $125 for two months, plus transportation. What do you think??
This quarter should be relatively easy, so I’ve decided to look for a part-time job to help defray the expenses. Yesterday I went to the campus employment office and they referred me to a professor in the biochemistry department who’s looking for a student to type some manuscripts in Spanish. I feel okay about the Spanish part, but the subject matter is a bit daunting. I don’t think I have the qualifications, but we’ll see. I have an interview with him this afternoon and must confess I’m a little apprehensive…
I hurried down a path leading south from the library to my interview with Dr. Rosenau, nervously curling and uncurling the appointment card in my coat pocket. In front of the Health Sciences Building I stopped, unrolled the card, read “L.D. Rosenau, 425 HSB, 3 pm” for perhaps the tenth time, drew a deep breath, and climbed the stairs. As I exited the elevator on the fourth floor, I looked at my watch and realized I‘d arrived five minutes too early. I lingered in the hall trying to kill time; I read the instructions on a fire extinguisher cabinet, paused for a drink at a water fountain, sauntered past a couple of laboratories, and stopped to glance at the cars-for-sale and apartments-to-rent notices on a bulletin board.
Toward the end of the corridor a radio was playing and the sound of music grew louder as I continued down the hall searching for room 425. At the end of one wing, I reached an office with “L.D. Rosenau” written on a nameplate beside the door. I glanced at the appointment card and then at the glass panel behind which the frenzy of Mussorgsky’s Night on Bald Mountain was reaching its climax. I knocked several times without receiving an answer, then once again with more force. The music stopped abruptly and a voice summoned me to come in. When I entered, a tall man in a laboratory coat stood up and extended his hand.
“Miss Collins? I’m David Rosenau. Won’t you have a seat?” I took the chair he offered and surveyed my prospective employer. He was in his late forties, I guessed, with a leonine mane of wavy, black hair, going gray at the temples, a mouth outlined by heavy creases, unruly eyebrows, and a complexion so dark that, despite his last name, I thought at first he might be Indian. In repose, Dr. Rosenau’s deep-set eyes gave him an aloof, brooding quality, an aging Heathcliff I decided, but his smile dispelled this impression. He was the most handsome man I had ever met.
The mental picture I’d formed of Dr. Rosenau before the interview bore no resemblance to reality. I was expecting someone balding and paunchy, an old man with stained fingernails who reeked of sulfuric acid, and his actual appearance caught me by surprise; my carefully rehearsed opening speech deserted me, and I sat down without a word, painfully aware how young and unsophisticated I must seem to him. My loafers, sweater and wool skirt (girls didn’t wear pants in those days) were incredibly gauche. Why hadn’t I worn nylon stockings and high heels? Why hadn’t I stopped by the ladies’ room to put on fresh lipstick and fix my hair? Why hadn’t I dabbed some perfume behind my ear? I never thought for a moment Dr. Rosenau would deign to notice a girl of my insignificance, but he was so handsome that being hopeful was almost a reflex. My gaze wandered to his left hand, which was ringless. I felt foolish wondering if he was married, and looked away quickly, hoping he hadn’t observed my curiosity.
“I must apologize for keeping you waiting. Were you knocking long?” Dr. Rosenau’s English, though fluent, was accented. His words had a slight British crispness, mixed with a hint of something else. German? Not guttural enough. Spanish? That seemed the most likely possibility, considering the typing job, but he pronounced “Miss” as in English, not “Mees.” French? Maybe.
“No, but if you hadn’t heard me, I was planning to wait for the soft part, the oboe passage where the bird sings and the church bells chime.”
Dr. Rosenau’s right eyebrow lifted into an arch. “You know the piece?”
“I have a recording of Bald Mountain at home.”
“Toscanini?”
“Stokowski.”
“Oh yes. The 1954 version. And where is ‘home’?”
Was the 1954 version good or bad? I was afraid he’d ask me something technical about the recording and decided to abandon Mussorgsky’s composition as a topic of conversation. “Clearfield, Utah,” I replied, in answer to his question. Realizing he couldn’t possibly have heard of Clearfield, I added, “It’s a small town between Salt Lake and Ogden.”
Dr. Rosenau asked if I spoke Spanish. “¿Habla Ud. castellano?” I recognized his accent at once; the “ll” pronounced as “j” gave him away.
I answered in Spanish, explaining I’d attended a boarding school in Spain for almost three years. “You’re from Argentina, aren’t you?” I asked, a bit triumphantly.
Dr. Rosenau smiled. “Yes, I was born there at any rate. I’m afraid my accent betrays me no matter what language I’m speaking. It’s been almost 30 years since I lived in Argentina and I daresay I’ve been speaking English far longer than you, but I seem unable to shed one accent or acquire the other. I can’t identify yours, though. Are you originally from Utah?”
“I’m from no place, really. Because my father’s in the navy, I’ve lived everywhere from Hawaii to the Middle East. That’s how I happened to learn Spanish. The Navy transferred Daddy to Turkey in 1949; there weren’t enough dependents in Ankara for the American government to provide teachers for the children, so my parents decided to send me to a boarding school in Spain.”
“Lay or religious?”
“Religious. The nuns from Sagrado Corazon ran the school; it was like a convent – matins in the morning, vespers in the evening and lots of catechism in between.”
“Are you Catholic?”
It was a strange question for a job interview. “No, I’m …” I wanted to tell him I wasn’t at all religious, but that seemed too strong and hardly the thing to say under the circumstances. “No, I’m not.”
Dr. Rosenau switched to English. “You made good use of the opportunity; your Spanish is excellent. What’s the Navy doing in Utah, may I ask? Is there a Great Salt Lake Fleet?”
He’s trying to put me at ease, I thought. I picked nervously at my right thumbnail, loosened a strip of cuticle, and yanked it off across the base. “My father’s a supply officer; that is, he’s involved with provisioning the Navy, as opposed to a line officer, who commands ships. The facility in Clearfield is the Navy’s largest inland depot in the United States.” My answer sounded wooden, even to me, and I wished I could relax. I glanced down and saw with dismay that blood was oozing from the base of my nail and starting to drip on my skirt. When Dr. Rosenau swiveled toward the bookcase behind him to get a notepad, I seized the opportunity to lick the blood off my thumb, whisking my hand back to my lap just as he turned around.
Dr. Rosenau opened a drawer to his left, took out a box of tissues and placed it on the desk in front of me. I felt my face turn red, but he continued as if he hadn’t noticed. “What are you studying here at Washington?”
“Thank you … for the kleenex, I mean. I’m … I’m majoring in anthropology.” I was prepared for the patronizing response this answer usually elicits from students of the physical and biological sciences, but Dr. Rosenau surprised me.
“Anthropology’s a fascinating field! I considered becoming an anthropologist myself. Of course, you’re probably used to hearing people say that; they have such romantic notions of stumbling on some pharaoh’s tomb or discovering the missing link. When I was a teenager, I spent one summer with a tribe of primitive jungle Indians in Peru. It was an extraordinary experience for a youngster and after that I thought seriously about studying anthropology at university.”
“What tribe were you living with?”
“The Shipibo. Have you heard of them?”
“Are they the Indians who live along the Ucayali River? They must have been headhunters in those days!” As soon as I uttered the remark, I realized it was an unflattering commentary on his age, but Dr. Rosenau only smiled.
“Yes, they’re the ones. I was living in a settlement a few hours’ hike away from a town called Pucallpa. By the late 20’s the missionaries had put a stop to headhunting, officially at least, but one old fellow did show me a few grisly family heirlooms. Now I suspect they’re wearing blue jeans and carrying transistor radios.”
I subtracted “late twenties” from 1956; thirty years, give or take a couple, and if he was seventeen or eighteen then … “What changed your mind, about anthropology, I mean?”
“My father was a doctor, and of course he encouraged my interest in science. We used to spend a great deal of time together netting butterflies, popping vipers into formaldehyde and mucking around in caves photographing bats. Papa was an indefatigable naturalist, so some of his enthusiasm was bound to rub off on me. What made you choose anthropology?”
I hated questions like that. No one really cares why you major in something. They’re just conversation fillers, bits of trivia to grease the wheels of social intercourse. I envied the French girl in my Social Anthropology class who, when asked the same question, had purred, “Because it’s the study of men; what could be more interesting to a woman?” I could never have thought of anything so clever and, even if I had, such a comment would have sounded ludicrous coming from me. Dr. Rosenau looked at me intently, as though truly interested in my answer. All right, I decided, I’ll let him have it.
“A grad student once told me people major in anthropology because they’ve read Gods, Graves and Scholars, Coming of Age in Samoa, or Patterns of Culture. In my case it was Patterns of Culture; I picked up the paperback edition in a drugstore three years ago. That was my first encounter with the idea of cultural relativity. Like everyone, I assumed our way of doing things is the way of doing things and for me it was an epiphany to read about people functioning with entirely different sets of postulates and theorems. When I read that book I’m not even sure I knew what anthropologists do, but I knew I wanted to be one. It’s fascinating to consider how the concept of mental illness varies from culture to culture or how the proliferation of western technology alters role expectations.” I was warming up to my subject and hurtled on, oblivious of the expression on Dr. Rosenau’s face.
“For example, I was thinking this morning how in primitive societies the aged frequently enjoy high prestige because the skills they’ve taken a lifetime to acquire have survival value to their group, like knowing the habits of the animals they hunt, or how to navigate in the ocean using wave patterns and star position. But in our society knowledge is changing so rapidly that what older people know, at least on a technological level, becomes obsolete overnight, and their low status reflects this knowledge gap. When you combine this situation with a system in which government payments have replaced the traditional …” I was suddenly aware Dr. Rosenau hadn’t taken his eyes off me once and he was clearly trying to repress a smile. I blushed in embarrassment. “I don’t think I explained it very well,” I stammered. “I guess I just get carried away by ideas.”
Dr. Rosenau regarded me for a moment with a serious expression, and then grinned. “I understand you perfectly. I get excited about ideas myself, but,” he leaned forward and lowered his voice to a whisper, “I don’t tell anyone.”
I met his gaze and we smiled at each other.
“Do you plan to teach on a university level?”
“At this point I’m not sure. I’m only a junior, so graduate school still seems a long way off. I can’t picture myself as a professor but, to be honest, there isn’t much else you can do with a degree in anthropology except teach. On the other hand, I hate to think of earning a Ph.D. just so I can hang a diploma on the wall and then having to search for a job as a secretary.”
“So do I. It would be an appalling waste.” The mention of secretarial work reminded Dr. Rosenau why I’d come, and he swiveled around, searching for something in the bookcase behind him. A moment later he glanced over his shoulder and, apropos of nothing, asked, “Do you smoke?”
“Both my parents smoke and they’ve always assumed I would, but I don’t. It’s a form of teenage rebellion.”
“Good.” Dr. Rosenau turned again toward the bookshelf, giving me a chance to look around. Bookcases lined three walls of the office; against the fourth wall, and to the right of the door, a glass-fronted mahogany cabinet housed a variety of knick-knacks – a small ship model, a seashell, and some morpho butterflies embedded in plastic. There were two windows, one whose view was covered by a buff-colored window shade, and a second that opened to an expanse of grassy lawn below and Portage Bay beyond. Apparently Dr. Rosenau had been reading when I came in, for a book of German poetry lay open in front of him. Beside the book stood a framed picture angled away from me, and I leaned forward, expecting to catch a glimpse of his wife and children, but I was mistaken. It was a photograph of a sailboat flying before the wind, and I wondered if the boat was his. I settled back in my chair just as he turned to face me again.
“Did anyone at the employment office tell you the nature of the typing?”
“They only said the subject matter is biochemistry and it’s in Spanish.”
“Yes, that’s correct. These are translations of papers I wrote originally in English, and I’m putting them together for publication in Argentina. I’m a terrible typist; fortunately I have a grant to cover the typing expenses, which is why I contacted the employment office. Normally I’d let someone else handle the translation as well, but in this case I’m doing it myself so I can make revisions and bring the work up to date. Since my time is limited, I’ll be giving you the articles piecemeal – that is, I’ll be giving them to you if you’re interested in the job. I can pay you fifty cents a page, which is well above the prevailing rate but, frankly, the material is difficult and it’s written in longhand.”
“You’re offering me the job?” I asked incredulously.
“Yes, of course. Why, are you surprised?” His right eyebrow shot up again.
“At the employment office they told me I’m the first person to apply. I thought you’d interview a number of people before making up your mind. I also thought maybe you wouldn’t consider me at all since I don’t have a scientific background.”
Dr. Rosenau gave me another one of his penetrating looks. “I’ll be delighted if you’ll accept the job; I think you and I will get on very well together. Would you like to see the manuscripts?”
He handed me a sheaf of papers and I read the titles with dismay: “Influencia de la ocitocina y de la aldosterona en los efectos renales del la renina,” “Influencia de la simpatectomia y de modificaciones de catecolaminas sobre la toxicidad de k-estrofandosid," “Adaptación de la técnica Gomori-Takamatsu parafatasa alcalina al studio del blastocisto.” The articles might as well have been written in Urdu for all the sense I could make of them.
“Do you know of a dictionary of scientific terms in Spanish I can use? If I’m unsure about a word at least I can look it up and get it spelled correctly. It’s not that I can’t read your writing,” I stammered, “but I never learned words like this in Spain.”
“I have one right here you can borrow.” Dr. Rosenau pulled a thick volume from his bookshelf and handed it to me. “I think you’ll find this helpful. There’s one more article I’d like you to type and it’s in English, for publication in the United States.” He leafed through a few stacks of paper. “I must have given it to my assistant. Excuse me for a moment.” Dr. Rosenau picked up the telephone and dialed. “Frank, do you have the monograph on the formation of verdoheamochrome from pyridine protohaemochrome? Would you bring it to my office, please?”
Like Dr. Rosenau, the young man who brought in the manuscript was wearing a lab coat, but the resemblance ended there. He was in his middle twenties and short, with slightly protruding eyes and dark curly hair already receding at the temples.
“Miss Collins, this is Frank Caputo, my research assistant. Frank, Miss Collins is going to type those articles I told you about.”
Frank and I exchanged the usual greetings and I prepared to leave.
“When would you like me to have these ready?”
“There’s no rush. I don’t expect you to type all of them at once; do what you can. How about bringing the first batch next Friday? I’m usually in my office after three and by then I should have some new work for you. Just knock. Hard if you hear the radio.” Dr. Rosenau walked with us to the door and held out his hand.
“I’m very pleased you can do the typing for me, Miss Collins. I know my handwriting’s wretched, so if something’s bothering you that the dictionary can’t help you with, just give me a call and I’ll try to decipher it over the phone.” He turned to Frank, “Does she remind you of Helen?”
I don’t like being compared to other people and took an immediate dislike to the unknown Helen.
Frank looked uncomfortable and shifted on his feet. “Maybe, but I didn’t know her all that well.”
Dr. Rosenau gave my hand a firm shake and we said goodbye.
Frank walked down the hall with me. “What are you majoring in? I know it isn’t biochemistry.”
“Are you acquainted with all the undergrads, or am I wearing some kind of sign?”
“You’re too attractive. When there’s a new girl around here she’s either a biochem major or a horse stepped on her face.”
I laughed at his compliment. “Don’t you think a woman can have beauty and brains, too?”
“Not in this department. Seriously, what are you studying?”
“Anthropology.”
“Really. I would have guessed English or Education. What do you think of David?”
“Dr. Rosenau?” I had to be careful of my answer. I could imagine Frank’s going back to the office and chortling, “Guess what? That kid you hired has a crush on you already!”
“He’s very nice,” I replied cautiously.
Frank smiled.
“Isn’t he?”
“You know the word association game – you say ‘volcano’ and I say ‘lava,’ or you say ‘moo’ and I answer ‘cow’? If you said ‘Rosenau,’ I don’t think ‘nice’ is the adjective that would leap into my head.”
“What would?”
“Maybe ‘brilliant;’ he’s a brilliant guy, I mean really brilliant. He’s won nearly every prize there is. But ‘nice’?” Frank considered his words for a moment. “David doesn’t suffer fools gladly.”
“Have you known him long?"
“A little over two years. I’ve finished the coursework for my Ph.D. and passed the orals; the research I’m doing with David is the basis of my dissertation.” A grin flashed across Frank’s face. “I’ll bet he asked if you smoke.”
“Yes, he did. Why?”
“David has a thing about smoking. Not the stunt-your-growth sort of stuff. He used to smoke himself, years ago, long before I met him, but then he did some research on lung tissues and got the idea cigarette tar is harmful, so he quit and now he’s kind of an anti-cigarette crusader. David even told me he wouldn’t work with me unless I stopped.”
“Did you?”
“Yeah, but those first two weeks were sure hell. I gained ten pounds right off the bat and I was chewing everything in sight – gum, candy, my fingernails. At least I’m saving money.”
“Does he always stare at people so intently?”
“He makes you feel like a bird being charmed by a snake, doesn’t he? That’s just his way. You’ll get used to it.”
As we passed the open door of the departmental office, Frank lowered his voice and nudged me in the ribs. “Here’s exhibit A of what I was talking about. Take a look.”
Inside I saw a woman in her late twenties typing at a desk; she was thin to the point of emaciation, with stringy hair that needed shampooing, acne, and coke-bottle bottom glasses.
“Well?” I said as we continued down the hall.
“That’s Iris Williams. She graduated here eight or nine years ago. Iris is the secretary for the biochem department.”
“The secretary? She has a Ph.D. in biochemistry?”
“Not a Ph.D., a bachelor’s. Dr. Jacobs got her the job. She’s his mistress, has been ever since she was his student, or as we say here, ‘he had her in his class.’ He sure did.” Frank laughed at his own joke.
“Who’s Dr. Jacobs?”
“A professor in the department. One of the head honchos in these parts. You’ll see him around. He looks like a vaudeville conjurer – short, skinny, black hair glued to his scalp, a waxed moustache and the eyes of a dead fish.”
Frank was nothing if not informative. I wanted to ask him if Dr. Rosenau was married, but I couldn’t trust him to keep the question to himself.
As I got in the elevator, Frank waved. “Ciao, Miss Collins. That’s terribly formal; I’ll bet your first name is very romantic.”
“It’s Catherine, but call me Kate.”
“Franco, but call me Frank. Are people always saying, “Kiss me, Kate?”
“Just the men,” I replied, waving goodbye. Only back in my room did it occur to me I’d forgotten to ask him about Helen.
Blaine Hall, Room B102
University of Washington, Seattle
Sept. 12, 1956
Dear Mother and Daddy,
I got the job typing for Dr. Rosenau! Before going to the interview, I checked with the dorm kitchen downstairs and they pay 95 cents an hour, while Dr. R. offered me 50 cents a page. I figured I’d be able to knock out four pages an hour easily, but that was before I had a chance to look at the work. It’s total gibberish and, to top it off, written in longhand. If Dr. Rosenau’s handwriting were as legible as he is good-looking, I wouldn’t have a problem. I spend so much time proofreading and retyping that I’m probably making 10 cents an hour max. Honestly, factory slaves in China who are shackled to their machines are earning more than I am! I shall persevere, however. When I give him the first batch on Friday, it will be impeccable.
On the positive side, Dr. R. is very pleasant – rather intense – but pleasant. He introduced me to his research assistant, Frank, who’s a real character.
Norma and I went to the American Friends Service Committee this afternoon…
I spent the next two days typing and retyping the manuscripts, checking spelling with the scientific dictionary, centering headings and drawing tables until satisfied the work was perfect.
Friday afternoon, after much deliberation, I put on a maroon skirt, a silk paisley blouse, and a multi-stranded necklace of small beads and left for the Health Sciences Building, pleased that my appearance was a vast improvement over the previous Monday’s. Not sophisticated perhaps, but at least pretty.
Promptly at three I knocked on Dr. Rosenau’s door; again the radio was playing, but more softly than before. Dr. Rosenau opened the door himself, greeted me, and turned off the music.
“Oh, please don’t turn the radio off on my account.”
“I’m not. I’m just about to leave and I was waiting for you.”
I wondered if my face mirrored my disappointment. I wasn’t going to have a chance to talk to him. I wasn’t even going to sit down or take off my coat. The skirt, blouse and necklace were in vain, and I might as well have worn the dowdiest outfit in my wardrobe.
As I handed Dr. Rosenau the typing, I saw a misspelled word on the first page, a mistake which numerous proof-readings had failed to disclose. My initial reaction was to say nothing and hope he wouldn’t notice; but he would notice, of course. Thinking this wasn’t an auspicious beginning to my typing career, I confessed the error.
“Do you have any correction fluid?”
He shook his head. “No. Why don’t you ask the secretary? Do you know where the office is?”
“Frank showed me on Monday.” Mindful of the fact that Dr. Rosenau was going out, I rushed to the departmental office, where Iris was hunched over her typewriter. She squinted up at me, and with her middle finger poked her horn-rimmed glasses farther up the bridge of her nose. “Yes?”
“Do you have some correction fluid Dr. Rosenau can borrow?”
“Here, take this.” Iris handed me the bottle on her desk. “He doesn’t need to give it back; I’ve got plenty more.”
I couldn’t help staring at Iris’ teeth; they were abnormally small, like tiny pearls, giving her an odd, ghoulish appearance. Was it possible her permanent teeth had never erupted? I made a mental note to ask Frank.
I thanked Iris and hurried back to Dr. Rosenau’s office. An upright typewriter covered with a plastic sheet was sitting on a metal table beside the mahogany cabinet. After whiting out the offending word, I put the paper through the roller and made the correction, praying there were no more typos in the manuscript. As I stood up, several strands of my necklace caught in the keyboard, the strings broke, and hundreds of tiny glass beads cascaded down my blouse and on to the floor, scattering in all directions.
“Oh, no!” I exclaimed, putting my hand to my mouth.
Dr. Rosenau glanced up from his reading. “Your necklace … oh, I am sorry. Well, don’t worry, we’ll get them picked up in no time,” and with this he bent over the rug and started collecting the beads.
I flushed red with embarrassment. “Please don’t bother,” I stammered. “You said you’re going out and my typing mistake has already made you late. If you’ll give me the key to your office I can pick up the beads and then I’ll lock the door and leave the key with the secretary.”
“It’s quite all right; I’m not in a hurry.” He took two envelopes from his desk and handed me one. “Here’s something to put them in.”
We crawled over the floor collecting the beads; after several minutes on his knees, Dr. Rosenau stood up. “I think we found them all, don’t you?” He offered his hand, helped me up beside him and reached over to the remains of my necklace. I was acutely conscious of his presence and hoped he couldn’t hear my heart pounding. When he lifted the broken strands, I kept my eyes fixed on the rug.
“These are only cotton; they were bound to break sooner or later. You should have them restrung with nylon.”
My eyes met his. “Yes, that’s … something I can do myself.” He looked at me for a moment, then turned away abruptly and walked over to his desk where the typing lay.
“This is excellent work,” he said leafing through a couple of the pages. I know your first name’s Catherine, but Frank tells me you’d rather be called Kate. May I call you that?”
“Yes … certainly.”
“I can tell you’ve taken great care with this, Kate. Do you do much typing in Spanish?”
“Some. I’m taking one Spanish literature course, on the Generation of ’98. The last thing I typed was a paper about Ramon del Valle Inclán. Your work is radically different, to say the least.”
“Have you read Valle Inclán’s Sonatas?” He gave me another one of his piercing stares.
“All four of them; he’s one of my favorite Spanish authors.”
“Mine, too. His Sonata de Otoño is a gem; it’s a pity Valle Inclán’s not better known outside Spain.”
He took a sheaf of papers from the corner of his desk and handed them to me. “Here’s the next installment, far less interesting than the exploits of the Marqués de Bradomín, I’m afraid. I’d like you to observe,” he added, “I’ve made a concerted effort to write more legibly." Unlike the first batch, each page was neatly and laboriously printed.
Dr. Rosenau removed his lab coat and hung it on a peg. Instead of the suit I expected under his professional exterior, I was surprised to see he was wearing a sport shirt and a blue v-necked sweater.
“Are you going back to the residence hall now?”
“Yes, I am.”
“I have some business in Bagley Hall. I’ll only be a minute. Will you join me for a cup of coffee afterwards?”
I hoped my reply sounded as pleased as I felt. Dr. Rosenau put on an overcoat, picked up his umbrella from a stand, and we walked to Bagley, where I waited for him outside. A few minutes later he rejoined me and we continued in near silence toward the Husky Union Building or “HUB.” I was too awed by Dr. Rosenau to say much of anything, but if my monosyllabic conversation made him uneasy, he didn’t show it. I glanced at him once and found him staring at me, but instead of turning away, as I expected, he gave me a long, slow smile, the kind of smile which passes between two people who share a happy secret, and it was I who turned away, blushing.
We were reaching the HUB when Dr. Rosenau broke the silence. “You know, I never eat young ladies on Fridays. Only on Tuesdays.”
I couldn’t help laughing. “Do I look that apprehensive?”
“Yes, rather.” He opened the door for me. “But I have just the cure for you. It’s David Rosenau’s patented shyness remedy, strawberry shortcake garnished with whipped cream, to be taken at least once weekly in charming company. Doctor’s orders.” Dr. Rosenau brought the cakes and coffee to our table on a tray and sat down, facing me. His lighthearted air gave me the courage to meet his eyes and to smile back at him.
“Thank you,” I said, “for this and for your… kindness.”
Perhaps it was his shyness remedy, or more likely it was Dr. Rosenau himself, but whatever the reason, my usual reserve melted away and I found myself talking to him as if we’d known each other for years. He asked me to tell him about living in Turkey, an ideal choice of subjects, for there was no time in my life so happy as that. I told him about walking through the tall grass on the banks of the Kizilirmak River, scanning the treetops for nesting storks; of sneaking away to “old city,” built in a fortress overlooking Ankara, where I used to eat wild onions and chat with Ahmed, the caretaker of some derelict Roman ruins; I told him about Fikret, a hunchbacked egg seller who saved his best eggs for me, and how he would reach deep into the folds of his clothing to extract, seemingly from under his armpit, one exquisite egg, a specimen, he assured me, of consummate freshness; I told him about taking the bus to the zoo and eating simits, pretzel-like pastries, piping hot and sprinkled with sesame seeds. Dr. Rosenau listened attentively and responded with stories from his own childhood in Argentina.
“I just realized,” I said, when the conversation returned again to Turkey, “you’re the first person I’ve ever told these things to.”
“Why is that?”
“When people ask about your travels they want to know which movie stars you saw on the Via Veneto or how much you paid for gloves in Florence. How can I tell them those things don’t matter to me, that what moved me was the flight of a stork, or how I felt listening to an old man playing the lute? These are things that … that touch the heart. I can’t put these experiences into words. Talking about them is like picking wildflowers in the woods; once you take them to the sunlight they shrivel.”
“Have you ever read anything by Saint Exupéry?”
I’d never heard of Saint Exupéry, but I certainly wasn’t going to admit my ignorance to Dr. Rosenau. I shook my head. “I don’t think so; why?”
“Because what you just said reminded me of him. Saint Exupéry wrote it is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.”
“How beautiful! What is it from?”
“Le Petit Prince.”
“I have seen the book, then. My mother has a copy of The Little Prince in English. I read a part of it once when I was a little girl, something about a boa constrictor who swallows an elephant and the adults mistake a drawing of the snake for a hat.”
“Yes, that’s at the beginning. You know, you’re very much like one of the characters in his book.”
“Which one?”
“A fox.”
I looked at him inquiringly.
“When the little prince leaves his asteroid and comes to earth, one of the first creatures he meets is a fox. Since the prince is lonely, he asks the fox to play with him, but the fox refuses because he hasn’t been tamed. He wants to befriend the little prince, of course, but he’s shy, and it has to be done in a certain way. So he teaches the little prince how to tame him, by sitting patiently on the grass and getting a bit closer every day.”
“Why does the fox want to make friends with the prince?”
“To create bonds; the fox tells him he’s just one of a hundred thousand boys to him and he’s nothing but one fox out of a hundred thousand foxes to the prince, but if the little prince tames him, then they’ll need each other, and each one will be unique in the world.” He paused. “Do you read French?”
“I can read French, but I can’t speak it.”
“If you’d like, I’ll lend you my copy; I think you’d enjoy reading the story.”
“Yes, I’m sure I would. Thank you very much.”
“Good, I’ll bring the book next Friday. More coffee?”
I smiled to myself thinking of his allegory. Dr. Rosenau was right; I was like the fox, wanting to be tamed, but holding back at the same time.
Dr. Rosenau returned to the table with the coffee. “Speaking of Turkey,” he said, “I have roots in the Near East myself, although I’ve never been there. My mother’s family emigrated from Turkey to Argentina in the late 1800s.”
“You’re half Turkish! I thought you were completely German.”
“Actually, I’m half German and half Spanish Jew. Do you know who the Sephardim are?”
“Aren’t they the Jews that Spain expelled in 1492?”
“That’s right. Most people think Spain forced only the Moslems to leave, but they deported thousands of Jews as well. Even though the Sephardim dispersed throughout Europe and the Near East, they managed to retain their language and culture. My mother’s ancestors settled in Istanbul.”
“Where did your parents meet?”
“In Argentina. Despite the difference in their religions, my father’s closest friend in Germany was a boy named Josef Kirch, who was ordained as a Catholic priest and sent to Peru to do missionary work shortly before Papa graduated from medical school. Do you remember the other day I mentioned spending a summer in Peru with the Shipibo Indians? Father Josef is the man who invited me. When Papa received his degree, he went to South America on vacation to visit his friend, and he never returned to Europe, not even once. He fell in love with Argentina and, instead of going back to Berlin, he decided to open a medical office in a rural town northwest of Buenos Aires, where there was a small German colony. Papa had a huge practice and he was enormously popular with his patients, but he wasn’t too interested in making money; he spent more time lying on his stomach observing ants than he did working in his surgery, much to the dismay of Mama’s family.”
“Was your mother from the same town?”
“No, she grew up in Buenos Aires. When my Uncle Abraham, her oldest brother, was injured in a riding accident out in the country, my father set his leg. They became friends, and Uncle Abraham invited Papa to stay with him the next time my father visited the capital. My mother was about twenty then, and if the old photographs in the family album can be trusted, she was a real beauty. Anyway, Papa came to Buenos Aires on horseback and on the way he spotted a small frog, a species he’d never seen before, so he wrapped it up in damp moss, tied the package with a vine, and put it in his pocket. He was just sitting down on the sofa in the parlor, with all the relatives assembled, when suddenly the frog wriggled free and leaped from Papa’s pocket into my grandmother’s lap. What could he do but make a grab for the little beast, and off it hopped, so Papa went chasing it through the potted palms, the rubber plants, and all the Victorian bric-a-brac, and by the time he’d caught it the room was a shambles. My grandparents were appalled, but Mama was convulsed with laughter. They got married six months later. The frog, incidentally, turned out to be a new species and since Papa had the right to assign its scientific name, he named it for my grandfather, but even that didn’t mollify the old man.”
I laughed at his story. “Were your grandparents ever reconciled to their marriage?”
“Oh, yes. My grandparents never did understand my father, but they changed their minds when they realized how happy my mother was with him, and they positively doted on my younger brother and me. My grandfather arranged for us to attend a boarding school in Buenos Aires – he was afraid we’d turn into a couple of savages out in the country – and he paid for my college education in the United States. Because Papa had his heart set on our studying in Germany, he raised both Daniel and me bilingually, but Germany wasn’t a congenial place for a Jew in those days, so I came here, instead.”
“To Washington?”
“No, to the University of California, in Berkeley.”
“Did your brother also come to the United States?”
“Daniel decided to stay in Argentina and study law…”
“Excuse me, sir, but we’ve got to clean up now.” A young man in a white apron was standing beside our table with a broom in his hand. Dr. Rosenau looked at his watch. “Good heavens, do you realize we’ve been sitting here for more than two hours?” He glanced outside. “It’s pouring and you don’t have an umbrella; I brought mine, so I’ll walk you back to the dorm.”
I wondered if Dr. Rosenau knew how far it was to Blaine Hall; I felt uncomfortable at the thought of his walking all the way there and then returning to the Health Sciences Building in the rain.
“Please don’t go out of your way for me; I’ll be fine.”
Dr. Rosenau helped me on with my coat. “I assure you my motives are completely selfish. I can’t have my typist catching pneumonia; I’m accompanying you to the dormitory despite your objections.” He gave me a sly smile. “I’m trying to tame you; can’t you tell?”
As we were leaving, he pretended to pick up something from the floor and break it over his knee.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m disposing of your ten-foot pole. You won’t need it anymore, will you?”
I smiled. “Not with you, at least.”
We walked in silence toward the residence hall; only the patter of raindrops on Dr. Rosenau’s umbrella and the crunch of gravel intruded on our thoughts. We were passing by the library when Dr. Rosenau stopped, as if he’d suddenly been struck by an idea. “Have you ever been sailing?”
“Once, when we were living in Hawaii. I was nine or ten at the time. Some friends of my parents had a sailboat – I don’t remember how large, but it didn’t have a cabin – and we went out with them one afternoon on Kaneohe Bay.”
“You’d never know by looking at the sky now, but the rain’s supposed to stop and, weather permitting, Frank and I are going sailing tomorrow morning. Would you like to come with us?”
I was speechless with delight. “Why … I’d love to, I really would! Is that your boat, the one in …”
“… the photograph on my desk? Sturmvogel. Yes, she’s mine. Is 9:30 too early? I’ll tell you what. Frank lives about a mile from you; I’ll ask him to pick you up on the way.”
“Can I take something, like food or anything else?”
“No, I’ll bring sandwiches, cookies, and soft drinks. Do you have a pair of tennis shoes?”
I nodded.
“Wear those with heavy socks and dress warmly; it gets chilly on the water in the late afternoon.”
When we reached Blaine Hall and said goodbye, I flew up the steps to my room in a whirl of excitement. I made a mental list of everything I had to do before bedtime – eat dinner, take a shower, wash my hair, iron my clothes, clean my shoes and, if I had time, rush down to a drugstore on University Avenue to buy a boating magazine.
Three hours later, with my chores out of the way, my head wrapped in a towel and a copy of Yachting in my hand, I settled at my desk to read about sailing. I passed quickly over the racing articles with their jargon of “upwind marks,” “lifts,” and “headers,” to concentrate instead on the cruising stories.
Yachting was filled with aggressively attractive people pursuing the good life in Tahiti and other exotic destinations. “Leave your footprints where no one has walked before,” urged one ad for travel in the Caribbean. It took little imagination to picture the two of us strolling barefoot, hand-in-hand on the shore of some tropical island. I was smashing in a white bathing suit that complemented my glowing tan. I’d gone from a brassiere cup A (padded) to a voluptuous C, and Dr. Rosenau was just bending down to kiss me when the phone rang. It was Frank, calling to say he’d pick me up at 9:00 sharp.
I wondered whose idea it was to invite me; had Dr. Rosenau asked me as an afterthought, or had Frank suggested inviting me so he and I could get better acquainted? Was it possible, I hardly dared hope, that Dr. Rosenau himself wanted my company? Finding no answers to my questions, I fell asleep, dreaming of white sands and blue sky.
Blaine Hall, Room B102
University of Washington, Seattle
Sept. 14, 1956
Dear Mother and Daddy,
You’re never going to believe this – Dr. Rosenau invited me to go sailing tomorrow with him and his research assistant, Frank!! The day he interviewed me I saw a picture of a sailboat on his desk; it’s called Sturm- something or other (German, didn’t quite get it), but I had no idea it was his. Gotta run – I’m off to the Ave to pick up a sailing magazine and post this letter. Will give you an update next week.
Love, Kate
Despite Dr. Rosenau’s forecast of the day before, the sky was gray Saturday morning when Frank and I arrived at the marina. We found Dr. Rosenau kneeling on the dock, bending over an outboard motor and holding a grease gun in his hand. In the berth beside him was a white sailboat with the name Sturmvogel painted on the stern.
Dr. Rosenau glanced up when he heard us approach. “Good morning. Sorry the weather’s so gloomy, but the overcast is supposed to burn off before noon; by then we should have some wind, too. Meanwhile we’re going to need mechanical assistance to get out of the marina. Would you give me a hand with this, Frank?” He looked at me and did a double take; my thick, waist-length hair, usually coiled primly behind my head, was hanging loose.
“Your hair…” he stammered, “for a moment I didn’t recognize you.”
Together the two men wrestled the outboard onto a bracket at the boat’s stern, and when they’d clamped the motor in place, I looked up at Dr. Rosenau.
“Permission to come aboard, sir?”
“Permission granted.” He held out his hand and helped me into the cockpit. “I see you took me seriously when I told you to wear heavy clothes,” he said, looking at the extra sweaters and stadium blanket I was carrying. “I hope you won’t need all those. You can put them below, anywhere they can’t roll onto the cabin sole once we’re underway. In the forward cabin would be best.”
Needing no second invitation, I started down the short ladder.
“Not that way. Always turn around, face the cockpit, and grab the handholds when you go below. Here at the dock it doesn’t matter, but once we’re out on the water you could take a nasty tumble.”
Sturmvogel's interior was warm and cheerful, with varnished teak cabinets, gleaming brass lanterns, and a woody aroma. There were bunks on either side of the cabin, a drop-leaf table down the middle, and two long shelves crammed with paperback books. A small sink and a two-burner stove comprised the galley, and an ice chest under the ladder served as a refrigerator. The forward cabin was designed for sleeping, but Dr. Rosenau had converted the space into a storage area; the bunks held an assortment of nautical gear: life jackets, sails in bags, ropes, and a couple of anchors. I wedged my extra clothes between them and went back on deck.
“Your boat is beautiful! I always thought small boats would be spartan inside, but Sturmvogel is as cozy as a home.”
Dr. Rosenau smiled. “I’m glad you approve; she is my home as often as I can get away.”
“I hope you know what you’re letting yourself in for when you go sailing with David,” Frank cautioned.
“What?”
“A summer of caulking, painting and varnishing. You don’t think this trip comes without strings attached, do you? David exacts a tribute from his passengers. How else do you suppose he keeps the boat looking so shipshape?”
“Frank’s exaggerating as usual. What he just described no doubt violates any number of university rules. I pay going wages to anyone who wants to help.”
“I’m sure I’d love working on a boat.”
Frank groaned. “Let me hear you say that in June after you’ve spent three days sanding Sturmvogel's keel and a couple more weeks varnishing her spars.”
“I’m probably safe because I don’t plan to be here then.”
“You’re going back to Utah?” Dr. Rosenau asked.
“Oh, I hope not, at least not for the entire summer. My best friend’s a graduate student in Romance Languages and we’ve applied to a Quaker organization to spend a couple of months at a one of their work camps in Mexico. We haven’t heard anything definite, but since we both speak Spanish we’re hoping they’ll accept us.”
Dr. Rosenau yanked on the starting cord, bringing the outboard to life with a vigorous putt-putt-putt. Frank cast off the mooring line, jumped aboard, and we headed out of the marina into Shilshole Bay.
An unbroken layer of clouds extended across the sky in a leaden sheet, merging in the distance with the water and blurring the horizon. The whole world was shrouded in one vast, gray cocoon. The three of us sat silently in the cockpit, absorbed in our thoughts, and occasionally Dr. Rosenau looked up at the sky.
We’d been motoring for half an hour, the bow slapping gently against a slight chop, when Dr. Rosenau pointed to an area about a quarter of a mile distant. “Do you see the water over there, the dark patch with the ripples on the surface? That’s one of the signs of wind a sailor looks for. We’ll head in that direction. It’s time to hoist the sails; Frank, could you take the tiller?” Dr. Rosenau turned to me. “Would you like to help?”
“Yes! But you’ll have to tell me what to do.”
Frank moved over to the tiller and I followed Dr. Rosenau on to the deck. He removed the strips of cloth that secured the mainsail to the boom, fastened the halyard, and inserted the winch handle. “Your job is to turn this handle – clockwise – while I tail, or take in on the halyard as you grind”. I did as he said and the Dacron mainsail glided up the mast, crackling and shaking as it filled. From the cockpit, Frank trimmed the mainsheet and Sturmvogel heeled gently as the breeze increased.
“Now the jib. Bring her into the wind, Frank,” Dr. Rosenau called, his words blown to leeward by the gusts. I followed him to the bow and we untied the jib, which billowed up and out over the lifelines until Frank brought the sail under control. He stopped the motor and tilted the shaft out of the water. I had grown so accustomed to the drone of the outboard that the sudden silence was overwhelming; even the foghorns had ceased their moaning, and the only sound was the wind in the rigging. I stood near the mast, holding on to the lifelines, and breathed deeply, with a big smile on my face, while under my feet Sturmvogel flew across the water, leaving behind a small, swirling wake. I felt like a Cheshire cat. I couldn’t stop smiling; a feeling of total exhilaration welled up inside me and overflowed.
“A penny for your thoughts.”
“Oh, I was just thinking of a line from Swinburne – ‘for the foam-flowers endure when the rose-blossoms wither...’ Do you ever see things in the foam, like flowers or people’s faces?”
Dr. Rosenau nodded. “I remember the first time I was on the water. I was a little boy and we were crossing the estuary of the La Plata River from Buenos Aires, an overnight trip by steamer. I must have stood at the rail for an hour looking at the foam below, watching the shapes take form and dissolve. They seemed to me like herds of white horses. I even composed a poem about the foam horses, but I never wrote it down. Look over there and you can make them out galloping on the crests of the waves. See how their tails stream out behind them?”
Dr. Rosenau was still standing beside me. “Do you know where you are?”
“I think I must be in heaven, but I guess we’re really in Puget Sound.”
He smiled. “That’s Vashon Island down there, with Tacoma just beyond it,” he said, pointing. “Seattle’s over there, of course; there’s Bainbridge Island and, to the north, though they’re not visible from here, the San Juan Islands.”
“And the ocean?”
“Yes, but it’s a long way off.”
We stood side-by-side for several minutes more without talking. Now and then Dr. Rosenau glanced up at the sails.
“I can’t thank you enough for inviting me,” I said at last, hardly daring to intrude on his silence. “I often imagine how something’s going to be, which is a bad habit because I’m frequently disappointed. But this is ever so much better than anything I could have dreamed.”
Dr. Rosenau looked down at me with the warm smile that belied the aloofness of his face in repose. “I’m glad you’re enjoying the sailing; of course the weather’s not always like this. In fact we’re incredibly lucky today; everything has come together. Often when I go out it’s raining or there’s no wind or there’s too much wind, or it’s too cold or it’s too something. But I go anyway, regardless of the conditions. Harnessing the wind is a challenge.” He scanned the horizon and fell silent.
“Do you usually sail alone or with a crew?”
“Sometimes Frank comes with me. He’s turned into a good sailor, but usually I sail alone. Sturmvogel's rigged so I can handle her by myself. Inviting people to go sailing is difficult in this climate. If you ask them on a Wednesday, when the sun’s shining, then Saturday is sure to be rainy. Also, it’s hard to tell if someone’s going to enjoy bobbing around on a small boat for five or six hours with nothing to do; some people are simply bored stiff.”
“Well, I’m not bored and I’m sure I wouldn’t mind the rain or a storm or anything. In fact, I think I would love being at sea in a storm. Can you go very far in a boat like this?”
“Around the world, if that’s far enough.” Dr. Rosenau noticed my expression of surprise. “Sturmvogel was built in Norway and her first owner single handed her across the Atlantic to Newport. Last summer I sailed her to Alaska myself, for three months. Seaworthiness is more a function of strong construction than size. And the skill of the helmsman.”
“You sailed to Alaska – alone?” I asked incredulously.
“Yes, I went alone.” He looked out at the water again and we stood silently for several more minutes.
“Have you ever been in San Francisco?” he asked.
“I spent about four months there with my mother during the war when Daddy was overseas, and then a few days in 1948 when we returned from Hawaii.”
“San Francisco Bay is where I learned to sail. I was your age, an undergraduate at Berkeley. I joined the university sailing club out of curiosity, and I haven’t been off the water since. San Francisco Bay is a glorious place to sail; the wind blows hard from spring through autumn and the ocean’s right at your doorstep.”
“I don’t have very happy memories of San Francisco. My mother and I lived in a hotel just off Union Square during the war while we waited for my father to finish his tour of duty in the Pacific. She was out every night and I was terribly lonely.” Dr. Rosenau looked at me with curiosity, but said nothing. “Several years later, when we came back from Hawaii, our plane landed at the Alameda Naval Air Station and I remember passing through a place called Treasure Island. I was disappointed because I imagined the island would be something straight out of Robert Louis Stevenson, and it turned out to be just another naval base. Have you seen it?”
“Yes, several times, though T. I. didn’t exist when I was a student at Cal. It’s an artificial island, built for a World’s Fair.”
A large cabin cruiser bore down on us at high speed, its deck crowded with waving passengers who pressed forward to stare at us as the boat changed course for a closer inspection.
“Hold on!” Dr. Rosenau shouted, “We’re going to get a huge wake.” I watched eagerly as a breaking crest of frothing water surged toward us, followed by a series of troughs and waves. When the wake began to rock the boat, Dr. Rosenau put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me down beside him on the cabin top. Sturmvogel rolled heavily, flinging her boom from side to side, and as she rocked, Dr. Rosenau’s thigh touched mine. For the first time in my life I felt a tingle of desire; hoping my face didn’t mirror my emotions, I turned away from him and fixed my gaze on the bow. Then the wake passed beneath us and sped on, tumbling a fleet of smaller boats in its plunge toward shore.
“Look at the sailors, see the funny sailors in their little wooden boat, see the sailors get mad and curse in Spanish.” Dr. Rosenau made a wry face as he watched the powerboat receding in the distance.
“Are wakes like that dangerous?” I asked, wiping the salt spray from my lips.
“We can’t capsize, if that’s what you mean. Sturmvogel has five thousand pounds of lead ballast to keep her upright. A small boat could be swamped and overturned, though, especially if it took the wave on the beam – the side - rather than at an angle to the bow. I hope they got their money’s worth.” Dr. Rosenau removed his arm from my shoulder.
Once out of the turbulent water, Sturmvogel's sails filled again and she heeled gently. I stood up and braced myself against the rigging, delighting in the sting of the wind on my cheeks and the tug of my hair as it whirled around my head.
“Your hair’s so lovely when you leave it loose. Why don’t you wear it that way all the time?”
“Because it makes me look like a little girl. I can’t bear to cut it, but I haven’t worn my hair down since I was in high school.”
“How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Nineteen.”
“Only nineteen? Because you’re a junior, I thought you were older. Did you skip a year in school?”
“When I entered kindergarten I already knew how to read, so the principal put me in first grade. Then when I was eight they put me in the fifth. Skipping me was a terrible mistake; I was small for my age and morbidly shy. Despite my test scores, I was an abysmal student. Two years don’t make any difference to an adult, but when you’re a child, they matter a lot. I hated school.”
“No, two years don’t make much difference.” I thought he stressed the word two, but perhaps I was mistaken.
Dr. Rosenau took a strand of my hair in his hand. “I should have told you to wear a scarf. You’ll never get a comb through your hair again if you let it toss around like this. Did you bring anything with you to cover your head?”
“I forgot; anyway, I like the way my hair feels when the wind blows through it.”
“You’re not going to like the way it looks, though. Here, let me braid it for you.”
We returned to the cockpit, where I crouched down in the well, out of the wind, while Dr. Rosenau tried to part my tangled hair. “It’s already too late; we’ll just have to shave your head,” he joked, tugging on the mass of snarls. After several minutes of patient effort and more than one “ouch” from me, Dr. Rosenau finally succeeded in separating three skeins, which he plaited into one thick braid; he pulled a piece of quarter-inch rope from his pocket and tied a bow at the end.
“There,” he said, surveying the braid. “You’ll still have your work cut out for you tonight, but at least the job won’t be completely hopeless.”
I thanked him and resumed my seat on the low side of the cockpit.
“Since you won’t be around next summer to give me a hand with the varnishing, how about doing some work now; would you like to steer?”
I looked at him apprehensively. “I’ve never steered a boat before. I don’t even know how to drive a car. What happens if I do something wrong?”
“Absolutely nothing. We’re heading into the wind, so if you make a mistake the worst that can happen is the sails will start flapping and the boat will come to a halt.”
“That’s all?”
“That’s all. Going downwind is another matter. You need to pay more attention to avoid an accidental jibe, but I’ll show you how to jibe some other time.”
“I’m not very mechanical,” I warned him. “My father tried to teach me to drive when I was sixteen and I was so worried I’d engage the clutch wrong and wreck the engine that I never mastered it. Daddy doesn’t have much patience with slow learners.”
“Sailing is easier than driving a car, or at least the rudiments of sailing are simple. And I promise to keep my temper,” he added with a smile. “Come here, and I’ll show you.”
Frank and I exchanged places and he gave me the tiller; I took the helm gingerly, as if he’d passed me a live grenade, and Dr. Rosenau reached across my legs, putting his hand on mine.
“A boat will always go in the direction opposite to the way the tiller is turned, so if you move it to the left,” he said, giving my hand a slight shove, “the bow of the boat will swing to the right, and vice-versa.” We practiced this maneuver several times.
“You can’t sail a boat any closer than about 45 degrees on either side of the wind, and if you do, the sails will flap, or luff in sailing parlance, and the boat will stop. If you want to bring the boat closer to the wind, you push the tiller toward the sails and to move away from the wind you pull the tiller away from the sails. Watch the tell-tales – those pieces of yarn tied on the shrouds – those wires supporting the mast. They show which way the wind’s blowing; try to steer as close to the wind as possible without luffing.” He removed his hand from mine.
At first I overcompensated for every puff of wind and Sturmvogel gyrated erratically from one side to the other, but gradually I got the feel of the helm, and a glance back at our wake showed me we were sailing in a straight line – more or less.
“Now it’s my turn.” We traded places. I looked at the speed indicator and noted with chagrin that the boat picked up a knot when Dr. Rosenau took the tiller. He had an instinctive feel for Sturmvogel, an ear tuned to the swish of the water passing along the hull, to the rustle of the sails, to the sound of the wind. A slight hardening of the mainsheet here, a loosening of the jib there, and Sturmvogel responded like a racehorse in the hands of a skillful jockey.
Dr. Rosenau glanced up at the sun. “Is anyone besides me hungry? I think it’s time for lunch. Kate, can I ask you to get the sandwiches and make coffee? You’ll find the sandwiches in the ice chest under the ladder and there are two thermos bottles of hot water in the locker beneath the sink. Take whatever else you need from the cupboard. I have instant coffee, tea, bouillon, and cocoa, plus a bag of cookies and the cups.”
As I was opening the ice chest, he called down, “Don’t fill the cups too high or they’ll spill. And bring up the loaf of stale bread, will you; it’s for the seagulls.”
“How do you manage to cook when you’re sailing by yourself?” I asked, passing the food up to Frank.
“Cooking’s a real problem. The stove’s so temperamental that I don’t dare take my eyes off the burners for long. My diet last summer was oatmeal for breakfast and whatever I could catch for dinner and canned stew when nothing better turned up.”
A wildly improbable idea occurred to me and I wondered if Norma would be too disappointed if I didn’t go to Mexico with her. “Are you planning to go sailing next summer?”
Dr. Rosenau shook his head. “Unfortunately I’m scheduled to teach. I may go to Hawaii in the summer of ’58 though.”
I prepared more coffee and the three of us relaxed in the cockpit, munching cookies and warming our hands on the sides of the steaming mugs. I broke the bread into small pieces and tossed them to a couple of passing seagulls. Within minutes a hundred or more birds surrounded us, all wheeling and crying above our heads, contending noisily for the scraps I threw them. When the bread was gone, the crowd dispersed gradually until only one seagull remained soaring behind us, riding the eddies from the mainsail, his bright eyes following my every movement.
The conversation turned to Spain, to my schooling in the convent, to Spanish literature and culture. “I’ve never been in Spain,” Dr. Rosenau remarked, but one of the things I like most about the Spaniards I’ve met is their love of music. Many years ago, when I graduated from high school, I spent the summer before university backpacking around South America with a friend. We were on a train one morning in Peru, going from Cuzco to Machu Picchu, and in the same car with us was a group of Spanish tourists from Burgos. One of them started singing folk songs and a couple of others began to dance flamenco in the aisle; before you could say olé, the whole car was singing, and we kept right on all the way to the ruins. That train ride is one of my happiest memories of the trip.”
“Did you learn Spanish folksongs in school?”
“A few, but my mother taught me most of the songs I know.”
“Do you know 'Con las abejas' or 'De los cuatro muleros'?”
“Of course! Do you?” In a moment the two of us were singing Spanish folksongs at the tops of our lungs. For once I didn’t think how my parents claimed I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, and I didn’t worry what Dr. Rosenau thought, either. I sang because the sun was shining, because Sturmvogel was dancing over the water, and because I was ecstatically happy; I wore my joy on my sleeve.
“Frank, you’re the real singer here. Give us something from opera – a German opera, none of that sentimental Italian stuff.”
Frank thought for a moment. “Okay. Here’s the tenor’s act one aria from Der Rosenkavalier.” Dr. Rosenau started to laugh, but I didn’t get the joke. As if waiting for his cue, Frank began to sing – in Italian. His lovely voice carried over the water to the other boats, and they sailed closer to enjoy the unexpected concert.
When the song was finished, Dr. Rosenau remarked, almost to himself and with a hint of sarcasm, “Well, that was appropriate.” I didn’t understand what he meant.
“Frank, you have such a beautiful voice!” I exclaimed. “You’re just like the boatman in the 'Romance del Conde Arnaldos.'” He looked at me with raised eyebrows. “It’s a fifteenth century Spanish ballad; Count Arnaldos meets a sailor singing a song which is so magical that the fish rise to the surface of the sea to listen, the birds perch in the rigging and even the wind and water are stilled."
“No wonder the wind’s died,” Dr. Rosenau joked, looking up at the sails. “Enough out of you, Frank, or we’ll have to swim home.”
“Is there more to the poem?”
“The count begs the sailor to teach him the song, but the man refuses.”
Dr. Rosenau interrupted, “Yo no digo esta canción sino a quien conmigo va.”
“That’s it! Do you know it too?”
Dr. Rosenau nodded. “I know the ballad by heart; we seem to have a similar taste in literature.”
“I think I can figure that out from Italian,” Frank interjected. “Something about only telling the song to a person who goes with him?”
“Yes, that’s right. Do you know Italian?”
“I should. Italian’s the only language I could speak until I was fifteen. I was born in Calabria, the toe of Italy, the dirt-poor part of Italy. I’ve got an uncle who came to the States first, in the 30’s. He tried to get my dad to emigrate, but by the time he made up his mind, the war started and we had to wait another seven years. We finally got here in ‘46.”
Despite Dr. Rosenau’s warning about the wind, Frank sang a few more songs in Italian and the three of us belted out “Funiculì, Funiculà,” together, in English, Spanish and Italian, fairly shouting the chorus until we were hoarse from laughter and singing.
We headed back to Seattle late in the afternoon, just as the first lights were starting to blink from the shore. I fixed hot chocolate for everyone and put on a couple more sweaters, for the temperature was falling along with the wind. As we neared the city, a swiftly moving bank of clouds overtook the sun and blotted it out, signaling the end of the afternoon as surely as the ringing down of a curtain marks the end of a play. No one wanted to linger; the magic was gone.
Back at the marina, I helped Dr. Rosenau furl the mainsail and remove the jib from the forestay. After the three of us had folded the jib on the dock and put it in a sailbag, Dr. Rosenau lifted the bag over his shoulder and turned to me. “Kate, I’d take you home myself, but I have an engagement at six, so I’ve asked Frank to give you a ride. I hope that’s all right with you.”
Down below he lit a couple of kerosene lamps whose light cast a flickering orange glow over the cushions and woodwork. I gathered my things from the forward cabin, wondering if I would ever sail on Sturmvogel again, and went back on deck where Dr. Rosenau was coiling lines in the cockpit.
“I want to thank you for a perfectly wonderful day.” I held out my hand. “I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed the sail.”
“Thank you for coming. It was a perfect day, wasn’t it?” Dr. Rosenau’s eyes engaged mine and I managed to return his smile. He kept my hand in his as though unaware he should be shaking it and saying goodbye.
Frank held open the door to his small Fiat and I climbed in. I didn’t feel like talking; I wanted to be alone, to hug the delicious memory of the day’s sail to myself, to relive every conversation, every smile. I cast around for something to talk about, a subject to sustain us until we reached Blaine Hall.
“Do you have a Fiat because it’s an Italian car?”
“To tell the truth, I think German cars are better. I used to room with the guy who owned this one, and when he moved to Texas he sold it to me cheap. Do you know what ‘Fiat’ stands for?”
“What?”
“Fix It Again, Tony!”
“Have you ever been back to Italy since you were a child?”
“Nope. I’d like to visit the tourist’s Italy, Rome, Venice, Pompeii, Florence, all those places. I suppose you toured Italy when you were in Europe?”
“I went with my parents, but only for a week. What food! I’d love to return now that I’m older, especially to Venice.”
“Geez, you’ve probably seen more of Italy than I have. You know where I’ve been? My own town and Naples, where we got on the ship for America. I’m like one of those guys you read about in New York City who’s never been across the East River. What time do you have to be back?”
“At the residence hall? They serve dinner until seven.”
“We’ve already drunk enough coffee to float a battleship, but let’s stop somewhere for one more cup. Not a drive-in, though. I want to get inside some place where it’s warm. Mickey Mouse’s heater doesn’t work.”
“Mickey Mouse?”
“The car. This is a Fiat 500; in Italy they’re called Topolinos, which is Italian for Mickey Mouse.” He shivered. “I should’ve brought extra clothes; I’m frozen stiff.”
“I have another sweater in here,” I said, rummaging around in my backpack. “Would you like to put it on?”
Frank looked askance at the pink mohair sweater I held up.
“No thanks. Great color, but it’s not my size. Anyway, we’ve arrived.” He pointed to a small café.
We sat down in a booth; the waitress brought us a couple of menus and left the table.
“I’d like to invite you to join me for dinner,” Frank began with embarrassment, “but…”
“That’s okay. I wasn’t expecting you to. My best friend’s a teaching assistant, so I realize your life isn’t exactly affluent. Besides, I’ve eaten so many cookies this afternoon that I’m stuffed.”
Frank shot me a grateful glance; he ordered a bowl of soup for himself and two cups of coffee. The waitress returned with the soup and bent over slightly to place the bowl in front of him. She was young and full-breasted, wearing a uniform so tight that her buttons were pulled askew, and Frank ogled her until I thought his eyeballs would fall out.
“Monumental,” he exclaimed after she left the table. “She reminds me of a nurse I met once when I was in the hospital.”
“Do tell. A friend?”
“Not exactly. I mean I didn’t really know her. I was recovering from an appendectomy a few years ago and this nurse came around to massage my back or change the sheets or some damn thing. She was built, I mean she was stacked.” Frank gestured with his hands. “Well, anyway, I had an erection right in front of her. I couldn’t help it, you know. She said, ‘none of that,’ and snapped her fingers on my penis like this.” He snapped his finger hard against the salt shaker. "Jesus, did that hurt!”
I was speechless with embarrassment and Frank noticed my discomfort.
“Sorry, I guess I shouldn't have told you that story.”
“You don’t need to apologize; I’m just not used to hearing a man talk about his genitals. To tell the truth, it’s a refreshing change. People are usually so careful of their language around me. Someone will mention a woman’s boobs and then say as an aside, ‘that’s breasts to you Kate’. Like I’m five years old and don’t understand what the word means.” I made a face and Frank laughed.
“Do you sail with Dr. Rosenau often?” I asked, trying to change the subject.
“Once a month or so; sometimes we just go to the boat to discuss work. I’m not as keen on sailing as he is. I mean I like it, but no one could be as passionate about sailing as David is. Today I think he was planning to invite you first and then he asked me to come along as a chaperone.”
“A chaperone! What do you mean?”
“David probably thinks you’re the kind of girl who won’t go out with a married man unless someone else is present.” He looked at me archly. “Are you?”
I barely heard Frank's question. A sudden chill went through me as it had in the afternoon when the sun passed behind the clouds. Of course I’d wondered if Dr. Rosenau was married; when had a day gone by that I hadn’t fretted over this question a hundred times? His sailing alone, the trip to Alaska, his friendliness toward me, none of these suggested he had a wife. I dropped my head to my hands.
Frank stared at me with astonishment. “Oh, God, I’ve really put my foot in it, haven’t I? I mean you didn’t know? He never told you?”
I shook my head. “Well, he doesn’t owe me his life’s story, does he? After all, I’m only his typist. What’s he supposed to say, ‘here’s this week’s manuscript and, by the way, I’m married’?”
For once, Frank didn’t offer a rejoinder.
“It’s a funny thing about your being a chaperone, though,” I continued. “I thought perhaps he invited the two of us so we could get better acquainted.”
“David a matchmaker? Hardly. I’m engaged to be married; he knows that.”
“Does he have any children?”
“Two.”
“How old?”
“He’s got a couple of teenage kids, a boy eighteen and a girl sixteen. Something like that. Or maybe it’s the other way around.”
“What’s she like?”
“His daughter?”
“No, his wife.”
Frank considered his answer for a moment. “I’ve only seen her a few times and David never discusses his family. She’s about his age, tall, sort of matronly…”
“Attractive?”
Frank shrugged. “Not bad.” He cupped his hands in front of his chest suggestively. “Mrs. Rosenau’s what I’d call the club woman type; she’s involved in the faculty wives’ affairs, goes to meetings, plays bridge, all those kinds of activities. She’s really impressed with David, I can tell you. She never refers to him by his first name; it’s ‘Dr. Rosenau’ this and ‘Dr. Rosenau’ that. David’s a Phi Beta Kappa, which is something he never mentions, but she wears his key around her neck on a chain. It’s a wonder she doesn’t stick the damn thing through her nasal septum.”
“Does she ever go sailing with him?”
“David told me once, rather bitterly, the only time she’s been near the boat in ten years was the day she christened it. I gather his children don’t care for sailing either. They’re not a very close family.” He gave a sarcastic laugh. “That’s probably an understatement.”
“Why do you think he married her if they have so little in common?”
“God only knows and hell will freeze over before David tells me.” Frank shrugged again. “Maybe he got her pregnant and did the honorable thing.” He put down his coffee cup and looked at me earnestly.
“Kate, I realize this isn’t any of my business, but you shouldn’t keep on going out with David.”
“What do you mean going out with David? I don’t even call him David. There’s never been a single word between us I’d be ashamed to have the whole world hear.”
My voice began to quiver. I was tired, upset, and close to tears, but Frank mistook my outburst for anger.
“Now don’t get mad. I’m not accusing you of anything, but it’s obvious you’re crazy about him and he’s sure paying more attention to you than he does to any other girl. It’s an impossible situation. Why don’t you end your relationship right now before you get hurt? Let him find someone else to do the typing. I’m a Catholic and I believe adultery is morally wrong, but I’m not going to preach religion at you, just common sense.”
“Adultery!” I sputtered. Now I was getting angry. “Frank, I barely know him. And what about Dr. Rosenau – I can’t refer to him as David – what makes you think he’s interested in me?”
“Nothing specific. I can’t put my finger on it; call it a premonition. He’s a lot different around you. Happier.”
“What’s so sinful about being happy? Is he another Dr. Jacobs?”
“No, he’s not another Dr. Jacobs. For one thing, David keeps his pants zipped. To tell the truth, I’ve hardly seen him look twice at a woman – until you, that is. David’s kind of a cold fish until you get to know him, and even after two years I’ll be damned if I understand him. He’s so self-contained; it’s hard to imagine him needing anyone or anything. You know what I mean? David’s just aloof from everything; he’s on another planet.”
“I hear you, but I don’t agree; he strikes me as a rather lonely person.” I suddenly remembered what I wanted to ask him. “Frank, who’s Helen?”
“Helen who?”
“I don’t know her last name. Dr. Rosenau said I reminded him of her, remember, the day we met?”
“Oh, that Helen. She was a grad student here a couple of years ago; she moved back east shortly after I came, so I hardly knew her. David liked her a lot.”
“What do you mean by a lot?"
“Not what you think I mean. Listen, we’re a small department. You blow your nose and everyone hears it. If anything was going on between them I’d have known, believe me. She was married and had a kid. According to the rumors, she had some marital problems and David tried to help her out.” Something about Frank’s explanation didn’t entirely convince me, but I let the subject drop.
Frank finished his coffee and drove me back to the residence hall. Neither of us mentioned Dr. Rosenau for the rest of the trip.
“I’ll say goodnight here,” I said getting out of his car. “Thanks a lot for driving me home. I can make it to the dorm by myself,” I added hastily as Frank started to open his door. “I’d really prefer to be alone; in fact I plan to skip dinner and go straight to bed.”
“Wait a minute, Kate. Another thing, suppose you and David have an affair. Sooner or later it'll come to an end, and who’s going to be interested in you then? You’ll be used goods. You’re a lovely girl now, but if you and he … well, what decent man would want to marry you?”
Frank’s concern was genuine, but his words struck me as hilarious and I started to laugh. “I’m sorry Frank, I know you mean well, but you sound so hopelessly Italian. You’d make a great older brother. Goodnight.”
My act was all bravado. Inside I was heartsick, disappointed with Dr. Rosenau and disgusted with myself. Surely my feelings were obvious to him – Frank had said as much. Why didn’t he have the decency to tell me the truth? And what about me? How could I be counting the days until next Friday knowing he had a wife and children? Had I become so selfish that I could remember his smile and the touch of his hand without a twinge of guilt? I knew I should take Frank’s advice; I also knew I wasn’t going to.
I met Norma on the way to my room.
“I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “Change your clothes and let’s go to dinner. Yikes your hair! How was the sailing?”
“It was … oh, Norma, it’s a long story. I was planning to go right to bed, but maybe I’ll eat after all. I need someone to talk to, someone sensible.”
After dinner we carried our coffee to a window seat in a small alcove overlooking the garden. Since it was Saturday night, most of the girls were out for the evening and in their absence the living room, with its drab rugs and even drabber furniture, looked gloomier than usual; it had started to rain.
I told Norma everything and, except for a nod or a “yes, go on,” she didn’t interrupt.
“Well, what’s your opinion?” I asked her at last.
“I think your friend Frank is worrying prematurely. Let’s say Dr. Rosenau is attracted to you – and I’m not convinced that’s the case – if he ever asks you for a date you’ll run so fast you’ll be in Canada before he even finishes the sentence.”
“Why do you say that?”
“It’s part of a pattern. You’ve told me about your crushes. You’re attracted to older men precisely because they’re inaccessible, like a teenager mooning over a movie star. A girl like that doesn’t pay attention to the real, live boy next door who might actually ask her out; then she’d be confronted with a situation she can’t handle. Fantasizing about a movie star – or a college professor – is safer.”
“I thought girls were attracted to older men because of their relationships with their fathers; the father is too weak, or the girl is trying to find a father substitute, or something of the sort.”
Norma laughed. “That was last year’s theory. Seriously though, isn’t there some truth in what I’m saying?”
I thought back on my few infatuations. Yes, it was true; I‘d never been interested in boys my own age. Although I always told myself their immaturity bored me, in fact I was afraid. I remembered Tom, a handsome naval pilot stationed in Turkey, married to my mother’s best friend. I was thirteen, awkward and painfully shy. He gave me his fossil collection when he realized how much it interested me, visited me in school in Spain a few times and brought me souvenirs from his flights overseas. I recorded all our conversations, noted every scrap of biographical data which came my way, and wrote everything down in a padlocked diary I kept under my pillow. I worshiped Tom for three years, and when my father was transferred back to the United States, I thought my heart would break.
Then there was Dr. Jensen, a brilliant anthropologist, who occupied my thoughts during my freshman year. He, at least, was divorced, but Dr. Jensen’s interest in me was purely professional.
“You know what really gets me? I’ll probably be going to his office every Friday from now until June. And I’ll just knock myself out with those damn articles; I’ll be typing and retyping until I go blind, and he’ll tell me what a wonderful job I’m doing and maybe, just maybe, he’ll invite me out for coffee occasionally when he doesn’t have anything better to do. Then he’ll go home to his beautiful wife and his beautiful children and he won’t give me another thought until the following Friday. Maybe he’s amused to have this faithful little puppy at his beck and call. ‘Roll over, Kate,’ and I roll over. ‘Speak Kate,’ and I bark. What won’t I do for a handful of dog biscuits? Maybe he gets some kind of sadistic joy out of leading me on; maybe he’s going through male menopause and I’m soothing his ego. That’s what’s driving me crazy – I just wish I knew what’s going on inside his head.” I stopped and looked at Norma. “Am I making a mountain out of a molehill?”
“It’s hard to say since I’ve never met your Dr. Rosenau. Let’s examine the evidence: first of all, he doesn’t sound like the type to get involved with a student, and Frank said the same thing himself. So he took you and Frank sailing. Big deal! Has he asked you out or hinted that the two of you should see each other alone? No. Has he touched you inappropriately? Not that you’ve mentioned to me. You know how it is when you’re infatuated with someone; you start reading things into a relationship that aren’t there. Remember what Freud said: ‘sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.’ Rosenau’s probably just a nice guy who enjoys taking his students sailing. So what if he didn’t mention his wife? Why should he?”
Somehow the phrase “nice guy” didn’t fit Dr. Rosenau. He was nice, very nice indeed, but the genial bonhomie implied in that expression was totally lacking in his personality. Nevertheless, Norma’s judgment restored my sense of balance and I began to wonder if she was right.
Blaine Hall, Room B102
University of Washington, Seattle
Sept. 17, 1956
Dear Mother and Daddy,
Saturday was the best day of my entire life! As I wrote you Friday, I went sailing with Frank and Dr. Rosenau on Sturmvogel (it means “storm bird,” by the way). At first there wasn’t any wind, but before noon we finally got a good breeze. I can’t begin to tell you how glorious it was – Dr. R. even let me steer the boat for a while. He’s kind and very patient. I’m so hooked on sailing now that I plan to join the university sailing club…
Norma’s argument was persuasive, but I kept remembering the touch of Dr. Rosenau’s hand when we said goodbye on the boat and his smile when he looked at me. Or had I merely imagined he’d held my hand longer than etiquette dictated and was his smile the same one he bestowed on everyone? Surely he felt something more than paternal interest and would call me before Friday. Nevertheless, the week dragged by without a word from him, and my disappointment grew with every passing day. I had the scenario all planned: he’d telephone me on the pretext of inquiring about the typing and I’d tell him I couldn’t decipher a couple of words. That wasn’t true, of course. Since Dr. Rosenau had started printing, his handwriting was completely legible, but I was sure I could come up with one or two dubious examples, and this would be his cue to suggest we go over the text together. In my more optimistic moments I pictured us at dinner, sharing a cheese fondue in some candlelit Swiss restaurant, but even the prospect of a coffee date at the HUB would have sent me into transports of delight.
Dr. Rosenau was constantly in my thoughts. When the pressure of studies demanded total concentration, I could dismiss him from my mind for a while, but he was always present, lurking just below the threshold of consciousness, ready to resurface, unbidden, like a nagging pain; the term “heart ache” is aptly named. In my leisure I courted his image. I replayed all our conversations, analyzed every nuance in his voice, every arch of his eyebrow. I constructed imaginary dialogues with him in which I was the epitome of sophistication, and I fretted over the things I’d really said.
When he didn’t call Monday night, I wasn’t dismayed. He didn’t want to appear overanxious. On Tuesday he was probably busy. Wednesday I thought perhaps he’d phoned when I wasn’t in my room. By Thursday I was forced to admit what I’d known all along: David Rosenau, Ph.D., had no intention of getting involved with any student, much less me, and if I believed there was something in his manner beyond ordinary kindness, I was living in a world of fantasy.
I had mixed emotions when I went to his office the following afternoon. I was almost hoping he’d cut the meeting short, take the completed work with one hand, give me the new work with the other, and usher me to the door. At least that would be definitive, and I could go back to being the way I was before we met. But Dr. Rosenau greeted me with a warm smile, took the typing I handed him, and spread the pages out on the top of his desk. He stood for a minute or two perusing the work, and then glanced up.
“You did an excellent job,” he said, gathering the papers in a pile. “Of course, I knew you would. Shall we go?”
We were apparently going somewhere together, to the HUB I presumed. He removed his lab coat, put some books in a briefcase, and we left the office.
After my conversation with Frank, I expected to feel uneasy with Dr. Rosenau. I looked at him and said to myself he’s married, you know he’s married, and it didn’t make any difference at all. Nothing in our relationship had changed; we walked to the student union building laughing and chatting with the intimacy of old friends.
“I see you managed to untangle your hair,” he observed as we sat down to our strawberry shortcake and coffee.
“Yes, but it took me almost an hour, though. You were right about covering my head.” I was on the verge of adding that next time I’d bring a scarf, when I remembered there might not be a “next time,” and my remark would sound presumptuous.
“I wasn’t exaggerating last Saturday when I told you how much I enjoyed the sailing,” I said instead. “In fact, I had such a wonderful time that I’m going to join the University Sailing Club. Did you know they offer sailing lessons for beginners?”
Dr. Rosenau frowned slightly. “Yes, I’m familiar with their program. You’re serious about learning how to sail?”
“Absolutely! I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to be the first woman to sail around the world solo. I think a few lessons are in order before I cast off.”
Dr. Rosenau stared out the window for a moment and then turned his attention back to me. “The sailing club program here is a good one, but the instruction is focused on racing and dinghy sailing, rather than handling a keelboat or cruising. Kate, if you’re really interested in learning to sail, I can teach you, on Sturmvogel.”
I stared at him, dumbfounded. Surely I had heard wrong. “I beg your pardon,” I stammered.
He smiled. “I asked if you’d like me to teach you to sail, on Sturmvogel.”
“I … I hardly know what to say. Do you mean it? I’d love to, but … I know you like to sail alone. I don’t want to intrude on your privacy.”
“You won’t be intruding; on the contrary, I’ll be glad to have your company. Honestly, I don’t sail alone out of preference. I need to warn you, though,” he added, “I’m considered an extremely demanding teacher.”
I studied him closely, wondering if his words concealed a hidden agenda, but if they did, I couldn’t detect it in his face.
“Seamanship encompasses so much more than simply steering a boat straight. A competent sailor has to know how to handle his boat in heavy weather, how to anchor, how to read nautical charts, how to tie knots; boat handling requires a myriad of skills. Also, since you’re planning to sail around the world alone you’ll need to learn celestial navigation. What do you say?”
“Well … thank you … yes … I appreciate your offer …. truly.” I could have kicked myself for my tepid response. What I really wanted to do was jump up and down shouting “yes! yes! yes!”
“Shall I pick you up tomorrow morning at nine?”
I nodded, unable to speak.
“Be sure to dress warmly,” he cautioned. “Do you remember telling me last week I should invite you again when the weather’s so bad that no one else will go out with me? I think you’re going to be put to the test. The weatherman’s predicting rain late in the afternoon and it’s certain to be chilly.”
Saturday morning dawned cold and overcast, with a slight breeze from the south. I waited for Dr. Rosenau in the driveway to spare him the inevitable stares at the reception desk, and he pulled up outside Blaine Hall promptly at nine. He was alone in the car and I wondered if he’d invited Frank to come with us.
As we drove through the marina gate, I couldn’t contain my curiosity any longer. “Is Frank coming?”
“No, this is a private lesson. Did you want me to invite him?”
I shook my head. “I know I’m going to make mistakes, so I’d rather not have an audience.”
When we reached the boat, Dr. Rosenau began his instruction immediately, and before we pulled away from the dock I’d learned the name of every visible part on Sturmvogel, how to hoist and furl the sails, and how to operate the outboard. Once on the water he was equally unrelenting; we tacked and jibed for two hours around the buoys, executing each maneuver until he was satisfied. We talked very little and when we did, it was only about sailing.
Dr. Rosenau never made me feel foolish, though I often did foolish things, such as wrapping the jib sheet the wrong way around the winch or pushing the tiller toward the sails when I wanted to jibe. He gave praise sparingly, but if I did something well, he told me, and I redoubled my efforts. He was right; he was a very demanding teacher.
As if by consensus, we avoided touching one another. Unlike the previous week’s sail when Frank was aboard, if Dr. Rosenau wanted me to move the tiller, he told me rather than putting his hand on mine. When we shifted positions in the cockpit, we moved as cautiously as two porcupines, careful to maintain a buffer of circumspection between us. Frank would approve, I thought.
We’d been practicing for several hours when Dr. Rosenau suddenly seized one of the kapok cushions from the seat and hurled it into the water. “Man Overboard!” He sat back, folded his arms and looked at me. I knew he expected me to turn around and retrieve the cushion as if it were a person who’d fallen into the water, so I noted the compass heading and prepared to jibe. I held the tiller between my legs and hauled in on the mainsheet as fast as I could until the boom was nearly overhead, then eased the tiller to port and controlled the swing of the boom as it passed to the other side. The jib needed releasing, and I looked at Dr. Rosenau.
He shook his head. “You’re all alone; that’s me back there in the water praying you’ll pick me up.”
I put the tiller between my knees again, let go on the starboard jib sheet and started pulling on the other side, using my teeth as well as my hands. By the time I had the boat settled on the reciprocal course of our original heading, the cushion was a couple hundred yards downwind of us and barely visible, though Sturmvogel was gaining fast. We bore down on the cushion and passed it; I shoved the tiller to port without sheeting the sails and Sturmvogel turned slowly, losing way. That was the moment I was waiting for; as the cushion drifted toward the hull, I grabbed the boat hook, reached over the coaming, and skewered the cushion through a loop on the side, hoisting it triumphantly into the cockpit.
“One minute and thirty-five seconds. Bravo!” Dr. Rosenau applauded. “Let’s see if I survived.” He picked up the cushion and held it to his ear. “Thready pulse and probably hypothermic. Aren’t you going to give me artificial respiration?”
I couldn’t resist the opening. “Which kind, chest compression or mouth to mouth?”
He gave me a sidelong glance and laughed. “I may really be tempted to jump overboard if you give me a choice like that.” He leaned over the side and wrung out the cushion. “Do you realize it’s almost two o’clock? I haven’t eaten since six this morning and I’m starving; how about you?”
Dr. Rosenau went below to get the roast beef sandwiches and while we ate, he told me about his sailing experiences in college. He had a friend whose father owned a sixty foot yacht, Arabesque, which he raced along the Pacific Coast, and when one of the regular crew broke his leg shortly before a race to Ensenada, the owner invited Dr. Rosenau to take his place. The trip to Mexico was the first of many he made on the large wooden ketch, on voyages which took him as far as Acapulco and Hawaii for up to three months at a time. He told me about sailing through schools of gray whales off Baja California, of steering the boat at night under a canopy of stars, of lazy days in the tropics where he spent his off-watch hours sprawled on deck in swimming trunks, reading Dickens and Thackeray. Dr. Rosenau’s enthusiasm for sailing was infectious and I listened to him spellbound; if he’d proposed a trip around the world, I would have accepted without a second thought.
We started back to the marina about five, after another short practice session. Dr. Rosenau was below making coffee and I was steering, when I noticed a white sloop sailing toward us. The helmsman seemed to be alone, and beneath the down-turned brim of a sailor’s hat, I made out the ruddy face of an elderly man. His boat approached us at an angle, and then sheered off to windward, converging with Sturmvogel until our hulls were less than ten feet apart. The skipper hailed me and I waved tentatively back, petrified we were going to collide. He leaned over the side.
“Is David aboard?” he shouted.
I nodded and called below. “Dr. Rosenau, someone’s out here who wants to speak to you; someone on a sailboat.”
Dr. Rosenau poked his head out of the companionway and waved. Rive Gauche, the white sloop, nosed toward Sturmvogel from time to time while the two men chatted, until finally the other skipper raised his hand in farewell and his boat slipped behind us and to leeward, giving us sea room at last.
I breathed a sign of relief. “Your friend took ten years off my life; what on earth was he thinking of, getting so close to us? Could you steer for a few minutes? I’m still shaking.”
Dr. Rosenau laughed and took the tiller from me. “I suspect Phil was just trying to get a good look at you. You’re certainly Sturmvogel's most attractive skipper to date. You may have thought he was going to hit us, but Phil’s an experienced sailor.”
“What about me? I’m not.”
“Oh, I was watching out for us.”
We sailed for a few minutes in silence. A couple of times I caught him staring at me thoughtfully, but he didn’t seem in the mood for talking.
“Kate,” Dr. Rosenau said at last, “are you always so formal with me?”
“What do you mean?”
“When Phil came alongside and you called to me down in the cabin, you addressed me as ‘Dr. Rosenau.'”
“Yes,” I replied, looking away.
“Don’t you call me David?”
“Actually, I’ve never addressed you by name; it’s a situation I’ve been trying to avoid. When your friend asked for you, I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t just go below and pluck your sleeve because he was so close I didn’t dare leave the tiller. I can’t call you by your first name; it’s … so presumptuous.”
“But I call you Kate.”
“That’s different. You’re a professor and I’m a student. You’re also my employer.”
“For God’s sake! Is that how you think of me – as a professor, an employer? What about a friend? It’s the difference in our ages, isn’t it? You’re 19 and I’m 47. I must seem like Methuselah to you.”
“No you don’t. I never think of you as any particular age.”
“Well then, how do you think of me?”
I looked down, too embarrassed to answer.
“I’m sorry. I have no right to ask you that. Let’s see, if Phil took ten years off your life, that makes me 38 years older than you. Damn that Phil!”
I started to laugh.
“Will you do me a favor, forget our professor-student roles and call me David?”
“Yes, if you want me to.”
“Yes, David, if you want me to.”
“Yes, David, if you want me to.” My eyes met his and we smiled at each other.
“When Phil dropped by, I believe I was preparing coffee; let me get back to work. Are you all right with the tiller now?”
“Yes…” he looked at me with raised eyebrows. “Yes, David.”
“Good girl. Practice makes perfect.”
“You know … David, letting me call you by your first name is rather dangerous.”
He paused in the companionway. “Why?”
“Some tribes in Africa believe that knowing a man’s name gives you magical power over him. When a baby’s born, the father whispers the child’s name in his ear so no one else can hear it. The boy’s real name is never spoken aloud.”
David regarded me gravely as he started down the ladder. “It’s already too late, no matter what you call me.”
The rain began soon after we finished our coffee. Within a short time my windbreaker was soaked, and although I tried to keep from looking as miserable as I felt, my chattering teeth betrayed me.
“Can you take the tiller for a couple of minutes?” David asked. “I’m going down to put on my foul weather gear and then you can go below to get out of the rain.” He returned wearing a yellow jacket and pants, a sou’wester, and black boots.
“Here, drink this”, he said, handing me a cup.
“What is it?”
“Brandy.”
I took the cup with hesitation and drank. The liquor blazed a trail of fire from my throat to my stomach and I began to cough.
“Now go below and try to get warm. I put some extra blankets on the settee for you. I’ll take over now.”
I made a meek protest about wanting to do my part, but he gave me a small shove toward the companionway and I went below, too wet and exhausted to resist further. I sat on the starboard settee to remove my soaking tennis shoes and David slipped the hatch boards in place, plunging the cabin into darkness. Reaching for the blankets, I covered myself and lay down, conscious only of the singing of the wind in the rigging and the swish of water along the hull.
When I awakened, the noise of the water had ceased and Sturmvogel lay rocking in her berth. Farther down the dock some loose halyards slapped rhythmically against their masts, but Sturmvogel's cabin was still except for the hissing of the stove. David had covered me with a couple of additional blankets. I opened my eyes slightly and saw him sitting on the opposite bunk in his stocking feet, with his back against the bulkhead and his knees drawn up, supporting a book. I squinted through my lashes to peek at him. David. I rolled his name around in my head, savoring the sound of it. He was reading intently; his forehead was slightly creased, and he was tilting the book to catch the flickering light from a kerosene lantern hanging above him. In repose David’s face wore the same expression of brooding intensity I’d noticed on the day we met. I closed my eyes and drifted back to sleep. When I awakened again I must have stirred, for he was looking at me.
“Good evening, sleepyhead,” David said softly. “It’s about time you woke up.”
“What time is it?”
“Seven-thirty.”
“Seven-thirty!” I sat up with a start and began to put on my soggy tennis shoes. “I’m awfully sorry I fell asleep the way I did. You must think I’m terribly rude.”
“I’m the one who owes you an apology. I’m so accustomed to sailing this boat alone that I didn’t realize how tiring the steering was for you. Are you warmer now?”
“Yes, I’m fine. Thanks for the blankets. What’s that on the stove?" It looked like David was cooking a flowerpot upside down on one of the burners.
“A jury-rigged cabin heater, really just a flower pot over a flame. One of these days I’ll buy a proper heater, but in the meantime the pot works well enough. Would you like some hot chocolate?”
Without waiting for my reply, David spooned cocoa into a mug and added boiling water from a vacuum bottle; he stirred the drink and handed me the cup. The aroma reminded me that dinner at the residence hall was long over and I was acutely hungry. David must have read my thoughts.
“I’m not going to send you to bed without any supper. Do you like fish?”
“I love fish.”
“Great. I know a small restaurant not far from here which serves some of the best seafood in Seattle, so why don’t we have dinner there? Sam’s is unpretentious; we can go as we are.”
The thought occurred to me that David might have had other plans for the evening and by oversleeping, I’d ruined them. “You don’t need to invite me to dinner. A food cart comes through the dorm every night at ten; I can pick up a corn dog and coffee …”
David looked surprised. “Don’t you want to have dinner with me?”
His question took me aback. “Well, yes, of course … I mean I’d love to, but you’ve already spent an entire day with me and you were probably planning to do something else afterwards and I’ve spoiled your …”
David laid his index finger on my lips and shook his head. “Good, that’s settled, then.”
He reached toward the bookshelf and removed a slim volume. “Before I forget, here’s the book I promised you; I meant to give it to you last week.” He handed me a copy of Le Petit Prince with its droll cover picture of the little prince standing on his asteroid.
“I hope you enjoy the story,” he said as I thumbed through the book, looking at the illustrations and reading some of the text. I came to a picture of an animal that resembled an electrified Welsh corgi.
“Is this funny little creature the fox?”
David nodded. “It’s a fennec, a kind of fox from North Africa, where Saint-Exupéry was a mail pilot. He really did crash in the Sahara, you know, just like the narrator of the story, and the fennecs he encountered in the desert were his inspiration for the fox. They have some at the zoo, delicate animals with silky hair and great bat ears. We should drive to Woodland Park one of these Saturdays when the weather’s so miserable even I won’t sail.”
David told me more about the restaurant when we left the marina. “Its real name is Hazel’s, though everyone calls the place Sam’s after the owner. Sam used to be a commercial fisherman up in Alaska, but when he lost one of his eyes in an accident a few years ago, he decided to sell the boat – the Hazel M. – and open a restaurant with the proceeds. Sam’s a genuine character; most of his customers are fishermen and you may be the only woman in the room, so be prepared for a few stares. I should also warn you the atmosphere’s not exactly Michelin three stars, but if you like fish you won’t be disappointed; Sam’s a wizard in the kitchen.”
Sam’s was located on the waterfront, surrounded by all-night coffee shops and hotels for transients. An orange neon sign reading “Hazel’s” flashed on and off above the entrance, alternating with a beer advertisement that featured an illuminated waterfall flowing into a mountain stream. In the window, a pair of dispirited rubber plants clung tenuously to life, flanked by red and white checkered curtains which concealed the interior of the restaurant from the street.
I looked at David inquiringly. “I know what you’re thinking; just wait and see.” He opened the door and a billow of warm air surged out, carrying with it the aroma of seafood, the babble of men’s voices and the insistent pulsation of rock and roll.
David guided me toward the cash register. “Before we eat, you I want you to see a picture of Sam’s boat; he’ll be pleased I showed it to you.” Hanging on the wall was a mural-sized photograph of a fishing boat, with a group of men on deck hauling nets against a panorama of snow-clad mountains.
“She’s a beauty. Sam must have fond memories of her. Did you see mountains like that when you were in Alaska?”
“Every day. Once you get north of Puget Sound you can sail close to shore sheltered by a string of islands. Everywhere you look there are mountains and waterfalls, and the land is so pristine that moose and bear come right down to the water’s edge to stare at you. Alaska’s a grand country, rugged and clean. I hope you get to sail the Inside Passage some day.”
“I hope so, too. If you’re ever going up to Alaska again and need a crew member …” I stopped and laughed, surprised at my boldness.
David smiled. “Don’t think that hasn’t occurred to me.” He took my arm. “Let’s find a table away from all these people where the atmosphere’s a bit quieter.”
The restaurant was crowded with men, fishermen I gathered from their conversations, but we finally located a small table for two near a window. We were no sooner seated than Sam himself, wearing a white chef’s apron and a green baseball cap with “Gut Salmon?” embroidered on the visor, walked over to greet us.
“Good evening, doctor, good evening. What have we here?” Sam’s good eye, round and bird-like, seemed to swivel in his head like a chameleon’s, and come to rest on me. A black patch hid his other one, giving him a piratical air, and I half expected to see a parrot on his shoulder. Sam’s teeth jutted from his gums at irregular intervals and when he smiled, his mouth resembled a battered comb. David introduced us and Sam held out a ham of a hand.
“I am delightful to meet you, young lady. Are you a nurse, my dear?”
I stared at him, not understanding his question.
“Kate’s a student at the university. She sails with me on Sturmvogel.”
Sam’s smile widened further. “So you’re a sailor too, are you? Doctor, be sure to show Kate here the picture of the Hazel M. before you go.”
“David showed it to me as soon as we came in. You must have been very proud of her.”
Sam wiped his hands on the apron. “That I was. Man and boy she was my home for 40 years. I’ve dropped anchor now, but Hazel M. is still working the Alaska fishery. Best damn boat in the fleet, if you’ll pardon my French.” He paused. “Was you out today, in the rain squalid?”
I nodded, trying to repress a giggle.
“You must be hungry then. There’s nothing like salt air to simulate the appetite. How about a bowl of clam chowder to start things off? The sole is also exceptionable tonight.”
Sam handed us a couple of greasy, plastic-covered menus and, wishing us a “bone appetite,” he moved along to chat with other customers.
“You’re right about Sam. He’s really an original. Does he always talk like that?”
“Sam’s surprisingly well read for a man who didn’t go beyond the fourth grade, though I’ll grant you his English is a trifle idiosyncratic. I’ll never forget the time he told me how he pulled an octopus from one of his nets and the beast wrapped its testicles around him.”
David nudged the menus to the edge of the table with the side of his hand. “I don’t think we’ll need these. If Sam recommends the clam chowder and the ‘exceptionable’ sole then, believe me, chowder and sole’s what we ought to order. Unless, of course, you’d rather try something else.”
“Sole’s fine with me; I adore all seafood. Why did Sam ask if I’m a nurse?”
David laughed. “Because you’re with me. When I first came here, several years ago, a friend introduced me to Sam as Dr. Rosenau, and he’s had the idea ever since that I’m a medical doctor. When he started asking me to diagnose his aches and pains, I told him I’m a Ph.D., not an M.D., but I don’t think he’s entirely convinced. I did overhear him telling someone once, however, that I’m ‘the kind of doctor who don’t do you no good.'”
After the chowder, the waiter brought us two platters of sole and David asked me to pass him the salt. He took the shaker from me with his right hand, and with his left opened my fingers and examined my nails. I pulled back and tried to close my fist, but David held on, frowning.
“Kate, do you bite your nails?”
“I used to, but as soon as I got my high-paying job with you, I hired someone else to bite them for me.”
“Smartass! Seriously, do you have any idea how many bacteria…” His hand closed around mine, I drew in my breath and our eyes met. For a moment he stopped smiling and just looked at me, and then he released my trembling hand. There was an awkward silence and for the first time in hours, neither of us could think of anything to say. David eventually bridged the gap with some commonplace remark about the food; we glanced at each other furtively and I returned my eyes to the tablecloth.
“Shall I call the strolling violinists over to serenade us?” David asked after the waiter had cleared away the dinner dishes. In answer to my expression of inquiry, he nodded toward the jukebox selector on the table.
“Judging from what we’ve been hearing I don’t think you’ll find anything that would interest you.”
He studied the list. “Oh, I don’t know. Not everything’s rock and roll; some of these are very pleasant, but no one’s playing them. Let’s each choose one song.”
I flipped the pages inside the box. “All right, I’d like D-5, please. David deposited the coins and punched two selections. Moments later a raucous piece came blaring from the speaker, something about a mad motorcycle going boom-boom-boom.
David raised his eyebrows. “Is that yours?”
“Heavens no! Someone else must have beaten you.”
My choice was next and David listened in silence until the end. “The tune is familiar, but I can’t remember the title. What is it?”
“'Unchained Melody.' I think it’s from a movie called Unchained, about a prison, however unlikely that sounds. The song is one of my favorites.”
“Does it have lyrics?”
“Yes.”
“What are they?”
The first three lines went through my head:
Oh, my love, my darling
I've hungered for your touch
A long, lonely time.
I shook my head. I knew I wouldn’t be able to recite them to David without choking up.
“Will you tell me someday?”
“Maybe.”
David’s selection, "Stranger in Paradise," was next.
“Borodin” I remarked with a smile. “I should’ve known you’d manage to find something classical even on a jukebox.”
David gave me a long look. “I just like the song.” He laid down his cup. “Kate…,” he began. I glanced up, expectantly. He waited for several seconds before speaking, as if deciding whether to continue. “Oh nothing. Would you care for some dessert?” He ordered two pieces of cake, leaving me to wonder what he’d intended to say.
We lingered at the table for more than an hour, drinking coffee and talking until Sam announced, regretfully, that it was closing time.
David had told me before about his childhood in Argentina, but never so vividly as he did that night, and when he talked I could hear the sigh of the wind through the pampas grass, smell beef barbecuing over the gauchos’ campfires and imagine David as he was then, a tall, dark boy on horseback, always alone.
David’s father practiced medicine outside a small town in the province of Cordoba, about 500 miles northwest of Buenos Aires. As a little boy, David often accompanied his father on his rounds, David wedged into the saddle in front of his father and later, when he grew older, beside his father on a horse of his own. Except for these excursions, David rarely left their farm until he was old enough to attend school; few children his age lived nearby and he spent most of his time in the company of adults.
David told me about his first day at school, sitting beside an older student during recitation. When the teacher called on the boy to read aloud, he stumbled over the text and five-year old David snatched the book away from him impatiently. “That’s not how you read it; it goes like this.”
David couldn’t recall a time when he wasn’t reading. By the age of ten he’d devoured almost every book in his parents’ extensive library, from medical texts to the Tarzan adventures his grandparents sent him from Buenos Aires, and he counted the days to their annual visit to the capital, when he could spend hours browsing in the bookstores that lined Avenida Corrientes.
David’s precocity and arrogance won him few friends among either his schoolmates or his instructors. He chafed at a school curriculum that emphasized spelling and grammar rather than composition, and David’s teachers never knew of the poems and short stories he wrote for his own amusement. Despite his ability, David was an indifferent student; memorization bored him and he was frequently absent. In fair weather he would load his saddlebags with the essentials – bread, cheese, a few books – and, leaving a note for his parents, turn his horse to the hills. David reveled in the solitude of the wilderness and often camped for days on the shore of a small lake, returning home only when his supplies ran out. When David’s mother protested he should be in class, his father supported him. “Let the boy go; he’ll learn more out there by himself than he ever will in that so-called school.”
David’s athletic ability earned him the grudging respect of his classmates, but if he was the first to swim across a river, the fastest rider, or the first to reach a mountaintop, he was indifferent to either the praise or the awe of the other boys. In anyone else this reaction would have passed for modesty, but David had a healthy appreciation of his own considerable gifts and was uninterested in the opinions of his inferiors.
When David was twelve and his brother Daniel nine, his grandfather insisted on paying their tuition at a British boarding school in the capital, ending David’s days of freedom. The transition was painful; English was the language of instruction, and while he spoke both Spanish and German fluently, David had only a shaky grasp of English. For the first time his arrogance was humbled by competing with other boys of outstanding ability who had the advantage of a superior education and exposure to the cultural life of a cosmopolitan city. Instead of memorizing, the school asked David to think critically, to pose questions and find the answers. In return, he had sympathetic teachers who recognized in “el salvaje” (the savage) a boy of exceptional ability, one whose tenacity and ambition they could channel to useful ends.
At home he’d often lain on his back at night, gazing at the sky, but he balked at memorizing the names of meaningless galaxies. In Buenos Aires he studied astronomy, and he marveled at the complexity of the universe and at the laws which hold the stars and planets in their course. When he examined a drop of water under a microscope and discovered a new world of plants and animals, David told me he felt the awe of an intruder in Lilliput. It was, he said, as though he’d been born with bandaged eyes, and when the wrappings were removed, he was in perpetual motion, looking at everything, studying everything, making up for twelve years of mental darkness. The transformation in David’s personality was dramatic; his grades improved and he made friends. At the end of the term he finished second in his class and by the end of the next semester he was number one, a position he never relinquished through all the years of college and graduate school that followed.
Understanding David was easier after he told me about his childhood. He smiled when I said my first impression of him was Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights. Even then, after more than 30 years of civilizing, something of the savage boy still lurked in David. I saw it in his ruthless desire to excel in everything he did, in his disdain for people less gifted than he, and above all in his passion for sailing. David didn’t sail for pleasure or relaxation the way other men did; for David the ocean was an arena where he pitted his knowledge and strength against the Goliath of nature.
David told me, too, about his undergraduate life in Berkeley, and he related a few incidents of graduate school at Harvard, but on the subject of his present circumstances, he was mute. If I hadn’t known better, I would have suspected he kept a sleeping bag in one of his filing cabinets and lived in his office.
“Did you ever consider studying medicine, like your father?”
“Oh, the idea occurred to me. At one point I thought of becoming a doctor and ministering to some heathen tribe in New Guinea or the Congo. A sort of Schweitzer sans Jesus”
“How come you changed your mind?”
David laughed. “I’m not like Papa. I lack the human touch. If I were a medical doctor, I’d probably alienate so many of my patients that I’d starve to death. My problem is I love humanity; it’s just people I can’t stand. After I decided to major in biochemistry I thought of teaching abroad; I still dabble with the idea occasionally. On a more rational level, what I’d like is to teach at a first rate university on the Pacific Coast, such as Stanford or Berkeley. I’ve received job offers, but …” He stopped.
“Why didn’t you accept?”
He hesitated. “Personal reasons.”
I sensed he was shutting the door again. “Do you have any regrets?”
“About biochemistry? No. About other things … when I was young, Kate, I had so many dreams. I was going to be the first man to climb Mt. Everest. I was going to be the first Argentine to sail around the world alone. I was going to be an explorer, an adventurer. It’s funny, isn’t it what you dream when you’re young? I wasn’t going to stay in one place for more than a few years, or work at a desk or go to an office from nine to five. Not I! That sort of life was for dull, pedestrian people. So here I am, working at a desk from nine to five, about as adventurous as a limpet on a rock.”
“But David,” I protested, “those things you mentioned like Everest or sailing around the world, they’re unrealistic and self-indulgent; other people have done them, but how can sports records possibly compare with what you’ve accomplished? Surely you’re proud of your work.”
“That’s a strange thing to say.”
“Strange? Frank idolizes you. He’s told me all about your important research, your publications, the prizes you’ve won. I have a confession to make. I looked you up in The Biography of American Scholars, and even Frank’s not aware of all your achievements. If I had one third your accomplishments I’d be supremely happy.”
I thought he would smile, but he didn’t, and I wondered if he considered my research an invasion of his privacy.
“Yes, I suppose my curriculum vitae is impressive to you and Frank and, in a way, it is to me, too. I’m not regretting Everest; that would be childish petulance, but the important things in my life turned out so very differently from what I’d hoped. If you measure achievement with an academic yardstick, then I’m a roaring success but, honestly Kate, I’m a failure in everything that matters.
“Now that I’ve acquired tenure and a few gray hairs, I’ve become a father confessor. Not a day goes by I don’t talk to at least one student who’s flunking organic chemistry, or who’s worried he won’t receive the fellowship he’s counting on, or who’s scared he’s got his girlfriend pregnant. I sit in my office dispensing wisdom, the omniscient Dr. Rosenau, resident guru of the biochemistry department. It’s ironic; they’re flocking to me for advice, but I’m more confused than they are, only I don’t have the excuse of youth. Some days I’m so depressed it’s all I can do to put one foot in front of the other, just to keep moving. I’ve reached the point in my life where I’m running out of time. You know how it is when you’re young: the future seems like an eternity. If you can’t do something today, well, there’s always next week or next year, but I’m 47 and I’m running out of ‘tomorrows’. There have been moments recently when I’ve felt like someone looking through a chink in the wall of Eden; the breath of paradise caresses my cheek, I’m as young as on the first day of creation … and suddenly it’s all snatched away.”
He stopped and looked at me. “I’m sorry. I know you don’t have the faintest idea of what’s chewing on me. I wasn’t planning to unload this dung heap of self-pity on you; usually I manage to repress my emotions somewhat better.”
“You’re terribly harsh on yourself. I wish I could say something comforting, but … I don’t know what to say. No one has ever talked to me before the way you do.”
“I suppose not; you can consider yourself blessed.”
“No, you’re wrong. It’s awfully hard for me to say what’s in my heart. You’ve shared your joy with me, your love of music, books, sailing. I … wish you’d share your sadness with me as well.”
He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Thank you, Kate. On Fridays, when you’re coming at three, from one o’clock on I start to feel happy." I realized he was quoting from Le Petit Prince, and a lump rose in my throat.
David looked at me and smiled. “Enough of me. Definitely enough of me. Tell me your dreams. What do you see yourself doing in, say, twenty years from now? I seem to recall someone else who’s planning to sail around the world.”
“That’s a bit premature. My dreams? I don’t think I have any, not like yours anyway. I’m always waiting for something dramatic to happen in my life to give me a focus, a direction, like St. Paul meeting Jesus on the road to Damascus. When I was a little girl I was sure I’d die before I was 21; I suppose I couldn’t imagine myself functioning as an adult. In a way I still can’t, though I don’t have the death premonitions any more. I guess I’d like to travel more than anything else, maybe work for the Foreign Service after I graduate, even if it’s only a clerical job. I don’t want to teach; I’d be petrified in front of a room full of students. Your aspirations were a lot more altruistic than mine are.
“Sometimes I’m afraid when I think about the future. I have a strange dream from time to time, a real dream, I mean. I’m sitting on a raft, floating down a river. I’m just sitting with my arms clasped around my knees, watching the landscape drift by. There’s a great deal of activity on both sides of the river; the whole scene is like a picture by Brueghel, but no one is paying attention to me and I have no desire to communicate with the people on shore, either. In my dream I’m aware the river leads to the ocean, but I never reach the sea. I suppose the river symbolizes my life and the ocean is death.”
“That’s a rather grim fantasy. Is there room on your raft for someone else? A boyfriend, perhaps?”
“I don’t have a boyfriend.”
“A girl as attractive as you? That’s hard to believe.”
I frowned at David, wondering if he was being facetious. Except for Frank, no one had ever called me attractive before, and if he was paying me a compliment, I didn’t know how to respond.
“Are you making fun of me?”
“Good grief! Of course I’m not making fun of you. I think you’re a lovely young woman. Why shouldn’t you have a boyfriend?”
“Boys aren’t interested in girls like me.”
“Kate, for heaven’s sake, that’s utter nonsense. Why do you say such a thing?”
“Because … well, it’s true. I know it’s my own fault. I’m too shy. Around other people I can never think of anything to say or I’m afraid if I do say something it will be really stupid. I remember when we lived in Illinois - it must have been three or four years ago - and the boy next door came over to invite me to the movies. I’m sure his parents made him do it. I heard him talking to my father, so I hid in the attic all afternoon where no one could find me. I’m nineteen years old and that’s the closest I’ve come to going out on a date.”
“I think most of the young men I’m acquainted with would love to meet you, but you’re a bit intimidating.”
“No, that’s not the reason. I’m just too shy.”
“You’re not shy with me.”
I swallowed. “I know. Somehow it’s different with you. If … if I were one of your students coming to you for advice, like the ones you were telling me about, what would you say to me?”
“Let’s see, Miss Collins,” David mused, pressing the tips of his fingers together. “I think I’d advise you to become involved in co-educational group activities of a non-threatening sort, where you can be busy, but non-competitive.”
“Like the University Sailing Club?”
David threw back his head and laughed. “Touché. Perhaps I should recuse myself from the role of advisor on account of bias.”
It was nearly midnight when we drew up outside the residence hall. David set the hand brake and looked at me for a moment, almost inquiringly, with a slight smile on his lips and I wondered if he was thinking of kissing me, but instead he turned to open the car door.
As we walked together up the path to the dorm, our hands touched. David’s fingers reached for mine and I put my hand in his; it was a gesture more intimate than a kiss, one that expressed a tenderness neither of us dared put into words. I was shivering slightly and hoped David wouldn’t notice.
“Cold?”
I shook my head.
“Nervous?”
I looked up at David, disarmed by his candor. “Yes, a little.” I knew my hand felt chilly in his warm embrace. I longed to unbend, to reach out to him emotionally as I had physically, but something held me back.
“I’m sorry my hand’s so cold …” I began apologetically. What a stupid remark, I thought. What a maladroit thing to say. Why belabor the obvious?
David squeezed my hand. “Cold hands, warm heart.”
We reached the front door.
“You earned an A+ on today’s lesson. I hope you enjoyed the sailing as much as I did.”
“Oh I did! Thank you for everything, the sailing, the dinner…I can’t remember when I’ve had such a wonderful day. Yes, I can, it was last Saturday, but this one was even better. I enjoyed myself enormously.”
He took my right hand, slipped something into my palm, and closed my fingers around it.
“I’d like to help you get off that raft of yours, Kate.” He smiled and said goodnight. After David left, I looked at his gift. It was a roll of lifesavers.
Blaine Hall, Room B102
University of Washington, Seattle
Sept. 24, 1956
Dear Mother and Daddy,
It turned out I didn’t have to join the sailing club after all; to my great astonishment, Dr. Rosenau offered to give me sailing lessons on his boat. At this point I know what you’re thinking: (a) I never study and (b) Dr. R. is a lecher intent on seducing your only daughter. No and no. I hope the A+ I just received in my primate evolution exam will dispel the first apprehension, and as for Dr. R., he’s even older than Daddy and a bit long in the tooth for me. Very proper, not to worry.
Forgot to mention in my last letter that Norma and I went to see War and Peace a week ago…
When the telephone rang Monday evening I was studying in my room, sitting barefoot at my desk, with my hair loose and my feet tucked beneath me.
“Hello, Kate? This is David. Excuse me for interrupting you. I realize you’re busy, but can you spare a few minutes?”
“Of course.”
“Would it be all right if I bring over some additional typing? I meant to give you the work on Friday, but I forgot. I’d like you to include it with the next batch, if you can; it’s semi-urgent, but fairly short.”
“Yes, that’s fine; I have time. When will you be here?”
“In about ten minutes. I’m calling from the office.”
“I’ll wait for you by the driveway.”
“No, let me meet you inside the dorm. It’s pouring. What’s the procedure once I get to Blaine Hall?”
“After you come in the main door there’s a telephone on the reception desk. The system’s internal. Give the operator my room number like you did just now and I’ll be right down.”
David arrived with a dripping umbrella in one hand and a sheaf of plastic-wrapped papers in the other. “Do you have a few minutes?” He peered into the living room, where several couples were studying together under the watchful eye of the housemother. “Not here, though; let’s go out for coffee somewhere.”
“I’ll be ready in a second. Let me put these papers in my room and grab a coat.”
Outside the residence hall the rain was coming down hard and David held his umbrella over us as we ran to the car. He put the key in the ignition.
“Kate,” he said after a long pause, “I was exaggerating on the phone when I told you the papers I brought are important. I came over this evening because I want to talk to you.” He glanced at me, as if to assure himself I was listening, and then stared down at the dashboard. "There's something I need to tell you … something I should have told you long before this, but I haven’t … for one reason or another.” I knew what was coming. A hand wrapped around my heart and started to squeeze; my mouth went dry. I was sitting so far from David that the door handle was jammed against my ribs, and I had a sudden desire to turn it and bolt from the car, back to the safety of my room.
“I’ve been racking my brain all day trying to think how to phrase this, but …” He paused and looked at me again. “Kate, I’m married.”
There was a long silence punctuated by the tattoo of raindrops on the roof and the pounding of my heart. I was shivering.
“I know. Frank told me … by accident.”
“When?”
“The day all three of us went sailing. When he drove me back to the dorm.”
“Did he tell you I have children?”
“Yes.”
He sighed. “I was wondering if someone told you or if you guessed. I thought it was odd you never asked me any questions about my life here in Seattle.”
“I thought it was odd you never said anything about your life in Seattle. It’s like you stopped living after you got your Ph.D.”
“That sums it up pretty well.”
“Why didn’t you tell me before this?”
“At first … well, what difference did it make at first? Later… I wanted to, but I wasn’t sure how you felt about me. I thought perhaps you considered me as simply a genial old man, or you were politely pretending to be fond of me, just to be kind … and if I came out with a solemn confession, I’d sound like a fool. I tried to mention it casually, but I never found the right opening, and the more I waited the harder it became. Saturday … I realized maybe you do care for me … a little … and then it was even worse because once you discovered the truth, you were going to think I’d deliberately deceived you. I wanted to tell you, Kate, believe me. After our sail on Saturday … dinner at Sam’s... I knew I couldn’t put off telling you any longer, but I was afraid when I did, you wouldn’t want to see me again. And maybe you don’t.”
Neither of us spoke for several minutes. I rested my head against the window, trying to fight back my tears and then looked over at David, who was sitting with his left elbow resting on the wheel, cradling his chin in his hand and staring through the windshield. I began to sob.
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