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The Mayor of Oak Street

 

Vincent Traughber Meis


In memory of the victims in the arson fire at the Up Stairs Lounge in New Orleans in 1973.


One: Home Invasion

The Sangamon flows muddy and rank through the corn and soybean fields of central Illinois, giving its name to my city and the lake it fills on the south side before continuing its meander west. One of its tributaries, the even lazier and muddier Harold’s Creek, ran practically up to my back door in its own journey through the woods behind the homes on Oak Street.

The afternoon sun filtered through the tall trees, warming my shoulders as I walked along the creek, imagining building a raft like I had seen my brother and his friends do a few years before. I would ride it down the creek to the Sangamon and into the Illinois, eventually reaching the Mississippi. The Mississippi would take me to New Orleans, a city memorialized in song, literature, and film as a place of wonder. It wasn’t that I needed to run away like Huckleberry Finn. I hadn’t yet learned to hate everything the Sangamon gave its name to. It was a boy’s fantasy brought on by the heat of summer and the mesmerizingly sluggish flow of water.

I heard a branch snap deep in the woods. I often saw hobos from the nearby Wabash Line wandering in the woods, and my mother told me I needed to avoid them, but I sometimes watched them from behind a clump of bushes. My eyes darted around the area and saw nothing. I glanced at my watch. Time to go. For most kids, these were the carefree days of summer, but I had things to do. From the creek, I walked up the hill, through our backyard, and out to the street.

Mrs. Sloan’s heavy oak door hung wide open while a screen kept the swarms of late summer flies and mosquitoes at bay. I put my face to the mesh in what felt like an invasion of her privacy, causing me to tingle from the top of my head down to my big toes.

“Hello? Mrs. Sloan?” I shouted into the dim interior of the hall. 

No answer.

I opened the screen door haltingly and stepped inside. The door creaked shut, sounding painful in the silence of the house. I took a step, and then another. My legs shook. I peered to the right into the living room and left into the dining room. A force had taken control of me and pushed me on, my sneakers barely touching the carpet.

I went as far as the kitchen, passing two empty bedrooms on the way. Her purse sat on the yellow chrome Formica kitchen table, the keys to her Oldsmobile right next to it. Out the kitchen window, I searched for her floppy straw hat in the sunny backyard. She was neither in the garden where she often tended her vegetables nor in the lawn chair where she sometimes sat, large sunglasses on her nose and a cocktail in hand. I took note the lawn needed mowing.

Nylons hung over the bathroom shower curtain rod, hypnotically swaying in the breeze from the open window. Though we called her Mrs. Sloan, I had never heard of a Mr. Sloan. My father once complained about entering the bathroom and finding my mother’s nylons drying in plain sight. I wondered if Mrs. Sloan was sad living alone or happy she had the freedom to do what she wanted.

I should have been scared of her coming home and finding me lurking in her house, but a stronger force blocked the fear, a compelling energy moving my mind and body, making me feel impervious to danger. I continued down the hall to the living room, stopping to gaze at each of three framed needlepoint messages: “There’s nothing to fear but fear itself,” “A cheery smile makes life worthwhile,” and “You belong among the wildflowers.”

I had come to Mrs. Sloan’s door in my rounds, collecting for my paper route. She was a month behind in her payments. And I rationalized my invasion of her home out of concern for her welfare. My mother once said she wouldn’t be surprised to find her passed out drunk on the front lawn one day. My brother in high school sometimes came home from a night of drinking with his buddies and would collapse face down on his bed in our shared room without removing his clothes or shoes. One time, he ended up on the floor. Perhaps Mrs. Sloan had fallen like my brother. Perhaps she had fallen asleep in the bath and was at risk of drowning like I had seen on a television program.

I spent a few more minutes in the house before exiting through the front door into the calm and quiet on Oak Street. I continued up the block to do the rest of the collections. That night I drew a floor plan of her home, noting doors and windows. My brother called me a weirdo when the first thing I looked at in the Sunday paper was the page with the floor plan of a new house on the market while he went for the sports section, my father the news, and my mother the book reviews. I also scribbled notes about Mrs. Sloan’s house: the color and shape of her purse, the black-and-white photo of a somber older couple in the living room, the buff-colored nylons, the approximately twelve-inch cross hanging over her bed, and the needlepoint messages.

Before I entered my teenage years, I would know my way in and out of most every house on the block without being discovered. It was the Midwest. It was the ‘60s. Crime happened elsewhere. In addition to delivering papers, I mowed lawns. I could cross barriers, move within fences, and befriend dogs. Access. Getting inside the house was usually the easy part.

Everybody told me my paper route and lawn-mowing jobs would be good experience though I had no idea how much I would learn about myself, about others, about life, the good and the bad. I could assume the face of the upstanding neighborhood boy, appearing at their doors to collect subscription payments, smiling and making small talk while below the surface I was another person, motivated by desires they would never understand.

The second time I entered a home was as spontaneous as the first. It was the Pruitts’. While mowing the front lawn, I noticed Mrs. Pruitt lock the front door, take her two identically dressed little girls by the hand, jump into their Ford station wagon, and drive off. When I got around to the back of the house, I spotted the kitchen door standing open, beckoning me. I turned off the mower so I would hear if the car returned. I went into the kitchen. My mother would die rather than let our kitchen fall into such disorder; the sink filled with dirty dishes, and the kitchen table covered with open schoolbooks and scattered papers.

A half-full milk carton sat on the counter. I opened the fridge and saw a whole shelf of soda pop. I took an orange Crush and drank it as I did a quick tour of the house. Not much interesting. The rest of the house was as messy as the kitchen. I finished the soda outside, threw the bottle in the trashcan, and finished mowing the lawn. Before I went to bed that night, I drew a floor plan of their three-bedroom and put it in a folder with Mrs. Sloan’s.

I thought of these intrusions as accidents, isolated incidents that wouldn’t be repeated. But images of those escapades kept dancing through my head, enticing me to do it again. The rush of danger, the real possibility I might be caught, was like a drug. At the time I was still ignorant about drugs and addictions, but my body clearly knew sensations it wanted to revisit. I managed to stave off my urges for a few months. I turned twelve over the summer, and several of my customers who had heard it was my birthday tacked on a bit extra to their payments.

Lawn-mowing season came to an end as the weather turned cold, and we had our first snowfall. Soon after, I started receiving calls about paper holds for the Thanksgiving holidays. To me, they might as well have been invitations. I prayed it didn’t snow as the soft whiteness would show the hard dirty prints of my boots, a trail of my activities. I had to start thinking about such things: tracks I might leave, who in the neighborhood tended to snoop out their windows, or how often people left doors unlocked, windows open.

I made a point of being friendly with the dogs on my street as I knew my extracurricular activities at houses with animals could be a problem. The Jackmans had a golden retriever. I’d received notice to put their paper on hold for five days, making me guess they weren’t going to leave the dog in the house for that length of time.

When I did my collections the week before Thanksgiving, I casually mentioned to Mrs. Jackman that I had received the hold notice. People loved to give out information they didn’t have to. She revealed they were going to their lake house in Arkansas. Butch was curled up at her feet. He raised his head as she took a ten out of her wallet and gave it to me. She told me to keep the change, and I thanked her profusely while I tore off her receipt.

I reached down to pet the dog. “I guess Butch is going to get a vacation too.”

“Oh, yeah. He loves it down there.”

Bingo, I was in. After our Thanksgiving meal, Dad and my brother watched the football game on TV while Mom cleaned up. I went to my room, saying I was going to read. Nobody thought it was odd. In my family, everybody did pretty much what he or she wanted. Normally, after a Thanksgiving meal, Dad and my brother passed out in front of the TV, and Mom curled up in a chair to read after cleaning up the kitchen. They had all had a lot of wine at dinner, including David, who my parents allowed to drink though he was only sixteen, something about him learning to drink responsibly at home keeping him from being irresponsible when he went out. I wasn’t sure that was working.

I slipped out through the garage and crept into the Jackman yard. They hid a key to the back door in a place no one would ever think of looking—under a flowerpot. One day when I mowed the lawn, I had seen one of the kids use it when they came home from school. It was too easy.

As economically minded citizens, they had turned down the heat before going on their trip, and I felt a dark chill as I entered the house. It was overcast outside. I accidentally kicked the dog’s water bowl and sent liquid all over the floor. I mopped it up with a dishtowel hanging on the oven handle. They had left a light on in the living room, a security measure, I supposed. Leave a key under the flowerpot and a light on in the living room. Not yet in high school, and I had already learned a lot of human behavior lacked basic logic. I stayed out of the living room since someone could see me from the street, then went instead to the master bedroom. They had a four-poster bed with a canopy, which made me think they had delusions of royalty. I rummaged around in a drawer of one of the bedside tables, coming upon a banana-shaped object. I flicked a switch, and it started to vibrate. My mind grappled with but could not arrive at the concept. I returned it to the drawer and hurried into another bedroom. An Etch A Sketch sat on a bed. I picked it up, drew a funny house, and dropped it on top of the comforter.

Over the holidays from Thanksgiving to New Year’s, I was able to draw floor plans of four more houses and catalogue a number of details like what brand of cereal people ate and what kind of television they owned. But one house remained elusive, taunting me every time I walked by: the house of Dr. Baronian. I had never received a paper hold from them, and Mrs. Baronian always seemed to be home. On the two occasions I happened to see Mrs. Baronian leave the house, I hurried over to try the back door. It was always locked. In the evenings, the lit-up front windows stared at me, daring me to cross the threshold and uncover its secrets.

Dr. Baronian or Dr. B, as we called him, was a star in the neighborhood. His wife, Jill, seemed a little sad. Their daughter, Judy, was my age, but people said she was way out of my league—as if I had any desire to be a player. She always looked perfect and was one of the most popular girls at junior high. I couldn’t say why, but I had a strong premonition that, behind the walls of the castle that held Princess Judy, an unsolved mystery brewed.

She avoided me for the most part, but when we were forced to cross paths, she seemed to see right through me. With a slight glance, she gave me the impression she knew I wasn’t the boy I made out to be though I doubted she fathomed the whole story, the underlying perversity of my being. Had she, at some point, seen me staring at her father? Of course, everyone stared at Dr. B given half the chance the way Midwesterners do—the women of the neighborhood at his matinee-idol good looks and the men to make sure he didn’t stare back at their wives. He didn’t. And that made the husbands more suspicious.

I first became aware of the Baronians when my brother told me a family was finally moving into 432, and I should go check it out. The paper route was officially in his name back then, but I did most of the work. He gave me my fair cut. To expand our mini empire, we were always on the lookout for potential customers.

“Should I ask them if they want to take the paper?”

“Just, you know, scope it out.”

I rode my bike past the house with a moving van parked out front and a short time later doubled back. Trying not to appear too nosy, I stopped at a distance from the house and straddled my bike. A woman with her hair tied in a kerchief stood by the front door and fretfully directed the movers, sometimes changing her mind at the last minute about where a piece of furniture might go. A girl about my age sat in an overstuffed chair on the front lawn, looking as if she was the one truly directing the show. She looked at me and sneered.

In the same moment as her intimidating stare made me feel I should be getting on my way, a black Porsche pulled into the driveway, and a man wearing Bermuda shorts and a Lacoste polo shirt got out. I had recently seen the movie Goldfinger, and the man looked like Sean Connery. He was the most handsome man I had ever seen in person.

A week or so later, I heard my parents talking about the new neighbors.

“I thought I recognized the name,” said my mother. “And then it hit me. His parents are members of the country club, and I used to see him there as a teenager. When he went away to college and then med school, he was only around occasionally.”

My father took an interest. “Have you met his wife?”

“I took over some cookies yesterday.”

“And?”

“I don’t know. She seems a bit odd. I mean, she’s very nice, just…I don’t know. She invited me in for coffee. We sat at the kitchen table. Everything was put away as if they’d lived there for months. At times she stared off into space, and it was up to me to keep the conversation going.”

“They seem kind of young to have a daughter Nate’s age.”

“She said they met in college and got married right away.”

“Shotgun marriage?”

“I thought the same thing. Then she confessed that the doctor isn’t Judy’s father. She was married before, but her husband, a medic, was killed in the Korean War. Judy was still a baby. It all makes sense because Dr. Baronian is simply too young to be her dad.”

“You’re saying she’s quite a bit older than he is?”

“I don’t know about quite a bit. I’m guessing five years or so. They lived in Chicago while he went to med school, but he always wanted to return to his hometown. She was more than happy to leave Chicago. You know, his father is a doctor too. They live out by the lake, I think.”

“Sounds like you two got chummy.”

“I couldn’t help but think they seemed like an odd couple. He’s so dashing with his sports car and good looks. And she’s rather quiet and, frankly, plain, not to mention an older woman.” Mom waved her hands in the air and rattled her voice at the scandal. “She’s educated though.”

When Mom said she recognized Dr. Baronian from the club, an eerie feeling ran through me. I had also felt something familiar about him, stronger than the impression I had simply seen him before. When I was seven, I had a traumatic near-drowning at the club pool.

I didn’t have many friends growing up, and my mom always encouraged me to make new ones. She arranged for one of her friends who had a son my age to pick me up to go swimming. The kid turned out to be a real jerk. We were horsing around near the pool, and he pushed me into the deep end. I felt comfortable swimming as long as the water wasn’t over my head. After the initial shock of being pushed into the water, my feet desperately sought the security of the bottom of the pool.

Despite flailing my arms, I started sinking. Panic set in. I took in gulps of water. No matter how much I kicked, a force pulled me down. The next thing I remembered was the muffled plunge of a person hitting the water and bubbles all around me. Strong arms surrounded me and pulled me to the surface. He dragged me to the edge of the pool, and I was lifted onto the concrete.

When I opened my eyes, coughing and spewing water, the lifeguard immediately turned me on my side. While he worked on getting the water out of my lungs, I stared at the hair on his feet, which I assumed to be the feet of my savior.

A crowd had gathered, and soon the mother of my failed new friendship hovered over me with furrowed brow and a tense jaw. She told me they’d called my mother, and she would be there any minute. In all the commotion, I wasn’t able to thank the lifeguard for saving my life. A week later, I saw him at the pool.

“Sorry. I never got a chance to thank you for rescuing me.”

The lifeguard crossed his arms and grinned. “It wasn’t me. Well, I got the water out of you, but someone else dove in to get you.”

“Who?”

“Some guy I see around here from time to time. Don’t know his name. I think he plays tennis.”

It had always been a mystery to me who saved my life until the day I overheard my mother talking about the new neighbor. It jogged a memory. As I tossed about in the water and before I went under, I saw a young man watching me from the edge of the pool. I was now certain Dr. B saved my life.

*

The doorbell rang, and I jumped up from the piano bench. “I’ll get it.” Any excuse to get away from Chopin was welcome. I opened the door and sucked in air. “Dr. Baronian.” I was so nervous I garbled the pronunciation of his name.

He laughed saying, “Please call me Dr. B. Everybody does.” They had only been in the neighborhood a few weeks, and I hadn’t seen him since the day they moved in. He looked dashing in pleated khaki pants and a crisp blue Oxford cloth shirt that complimented his olive skin.

I stared at the perfect fit and tuck of his shirt while he waited expectantly on the other side of the screen. The sun shone down on him like a spotlight. A fly repeatedly buzzed against the screen, trying to get out. I realized I hadn’t introduced myself. “I’m Nate.”

“Yes. Your brother told me about you when he came around to collect. He said you usually deliver the papers. Was that you playing the piano?”

“Pretty bad, huh?”

“Not at all. Practice, practice, practice, though I’m sure your teacher has told you that. Is your mother home?”

“Mom,” I shouted. “Dr. Baronian is at the door.” This time I made sure my pronunciation was adequate.

“Just a minute. Invite him in.” Her voice was muffled and seemed to come from the downstairs bathroom.

“Please come in.”

He opened the screen door and stepped into the hall. He stood a couple of feet in front of me, and I didn’t know what to look at, focusing at last on his hairy arms extending from his perfectly rolled up sleeves. His attention was drawn to the living room. “What kind of piano is that?”

“Uh…”

“It’s a Mason and Hamlin,” said my mother as she swept into the entryway and saved me from embarrassment. “My husband inherited it from his parents.” I now knew why it had taken her so long to get to the door. A few minutes before she’d had curlers in her hair. She must have rushed into the bathroom to take them out when she heard the doorbell. She stuck out her hand. “I’m Jackie Landis. I had the pleasure of meeting your wife the other day, and now I’m pleased to meet you.”

The doctor flashed a flawless smile. “The pleasure is all mine.”

“Come on in the living room. Would you like some coffee?”

“Oh, don’t go to the trouble.”

“No trouble at all.” She gushed like a schoolgirl. “It’s already made. Cream and sugar?”

“Black is fine.”

“That’s the way I take it too. My husband doctors his up so much I like to say, ‘Would you like some coffee with that cream and sugar?’” They both laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world. Adults could act queerly when sniffing one another out, so different from dogs that went right to it. “Nate, take Dr. Baronian over to the sofa. Maybe you can play something for him.”

“I’m sure Dr. B would rather hear cats fighting.”

“Oh, honey, you play nicely. You two sit down and have a chat then. I’ll be right back.”

We sat on opposite ends of the sofa. He kept glancing at the piano, and I searched for something to fill the awkward silence. “How do you like the neighborhood?” I asked.

“Love it. Everybody has been quite friendly. You and my daughter, Judy, must be about the same age.”

Did you have to bring her into it? We were having a perfectly nice conversation. “Yes, I’ve seen her at school.”

“Next year she’ll be going to St. Mary’s. What about you?”

“I’ll go to Westwood.”

“Here we are.” My mom set a silver platter with two Haviland Schleiger cups from my grandmother’s service we only used on special occasions on the coffee table. Steam rose from the dark liquid. “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. Did you want something?”

“I’ll have a beer,” I said.

Dr. B laughed out loud.

“Don’t be ridiculous, dear. What’s Dr. Baronian going to think?”

“Please call me Nick.”

“Is that short for Nicholas?”

“Yes, it is.”

“And your last name…?”

“I’m Armenian on my father’s side.”

The name, Nicholas Baronian, bounced around softly in my head. It was the most beautiful name I had ever heard. I tried it with sort of an Eastern European accent. I tried it with a French accent. I imagined it would sound wonderful in any accent in the world.

I lost track of the conversation until I heard my mother say, “Oh, you play?”

He looked down at his hands and smiled demurely. “I thought about a career in music before I decided to go to med school.”

“And piano is your instrument?” She blushed slightly.

He continued with the tiniest grin on his face. “I play classical mostly. There’s been a problem shipping my piano, so I’ve been without one since we left Chicago.”

“Then you must play ours. I’m sure Nate wouldn’t mind a break from his practicing.”

“Well, if you insist,” I said with a chuckle. “Why don’t you play something right now?”

The doctor looked at my mother for her approval, and she nodded enthusiastically. “Please.”

He sat down on the piano bench with his spine straight, flexed his fingers, and placed them hovering over the keys. “I’m probably a bit rusty.” He stared at the sheet music I had left on the stand. He eased into the Chopin nocturne I had been trying to play, though after a few seconds I barely recognized it as the same piece. He took the simplified version and embellished it, not only with an abundance of new notes but a style and passion I could never muster. My trills never sounded like that.

Mom picked up the tray and motioned with her head I should join her in exiting the room. I guess she thought he wanted to be alone, particularly after his “rusty” comment, though it was already clear his words reeked of false modesty. As we made our exit, I glanced back to see he had, in fact, left us, already transported to another dimension.

We sat in the breakfast nook of the kitchen, smiling at the glorious sounds coming from the other room. “You could play like that someday.”

I shook my head.

“Well, you could.” Mothers do, at times, live in an alternate reality of hope for their children. I had no talent for the piano and knew I would never make her proud in that way. At the same time as being impressed by his playing, I had to be amused at the way he had finagled his way into our living room. He had not come to our door to pay us a social call, make friends with my mother, or, in my wildest fantasy, meet the person who delivered his newspaper. He had come for our piano, and it hadn’t been necessary for him to ask to play it. We offered. It was the first time I’d become aware of how some people went through life, charming others to get what they wanted, not having to put themselves in the position of soliciting when plenty of people like us would give freely.

And yet he gave us something too—his presence, his music, and the momentary pleasure of being uplifted to a plane higher than our normal existence. In the expression on my mother’s face, I observed exactly how important it was for her to not be seen as a farmer’s daughter. Her whole life, from insisting on getting an education to marrying a professor to joining the country club to having a baby grand piano in the living room were strides at leaving the past behind.

She had grown up on a farm, the youngest of three daughters. She learned how to muck out a horse stall, feed pigs, and milk a cow, skills she hoped to never use once she left the farm, which she always knew she would. Until then, books took her away from the drudgery of farm life. Her father used to yell at her when he caught her reading instead of doing her chores.

She was determined to get an education even though her father railed against girls getting “too much smarts.” As the two older girls had no academic aspirations, her mother put all her hope in Jacqueline, squirreling away some of the money from selling eggs and milk so she could go to college. And now I, as the next generation, would have to further that trajectory and make her proud.

We stood at the front door and watched Dr. Baronian walk down the sidewalk, tall, confident, and relaxed after his miniconcert. My mom put her hand on my shoulder, giving me the impression she hoped I would turn out like our illustrious neighbor. I hoped so too.


Two: Corncob Jelly

No one would have anticipated I would become a Boy Scout. Neither my father nor my brother had been a Scout. We didn’t belong to the church where my troop met, and I certainly had enough keeping me busy with school, the paper route, and lawn mowing. My mother suggested it, most likely because she thought learning skills in the wild through camping, aquatics, and hiking would toughen me up. Even in my naïve youth, I thought it curious parents who were worried about their sons’ masculinity—simply put, afraid they would be sissies—would send them out to sleep in close contact with several boys in a tent, supervised by scoutmasters who liked to get away from their wives and families and spend time running around in the woods skinny-dipping with young boys.

At the age of eleven, I agreed to go to one meeting to see what it was all about. I took to it much more than I anticipated. I wasn’t sure if it was the uniforms, the structured camaraderie, or the semi-military organization into troops where you were on the inside and everyone else was out. I suppose we all have at least a little fascist in us.

The meeting began with the Pledge of Allegiance. The two leaders, laden with patches and sashes and neckerchiefs, instructed everyone in uniform to salute the flag. It was open-house night, so us “civilians” were told to put our hands on our hearts instead of saluting. The Pledge was followed by the Boy Scout Oath where all the boys held up three fingers and recited their promise to “To keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.” Then, one Scout was chosen to lead the troop in reciting the Scout Law, the twelve characteristics a Scout should possess. Aside from the snappy uniforms with all the colorful patches—they actually had a brief uniform inspection—I wasn’t particularly impressed.

At long last, we got to the promised skills instruction part of the meeting. The activity of the evening was lassoing a steer, a skill I was sure to use frequently throughout my life. The boys were given twenty-foot pieces of rope and told to make a bowline knot. A two-foot log was placed upright in the middle of the room, and everybody was given a chance to lasso it, even the new “recruits.” When my chance came, I failed miserably. Apparently, steer roping wasn’t in my genes.

During the breakout time, each potential new Scout was assigned a leader who would answer questions. The striking young man with curly dark hair assigned to me wore a sash with tons of colorful merit badges and another sash with a red arrow on it, signifying he was a member of the elite group of the Order of the Arrow. I asked him about the merit badges and how he got them.

He told me he earned a lot of them by documenting things he already did like coin collecting. Coin collecting, honestly? He pointed out the small circular badge with a gold coin on it. Others were more challenging, he explained, like first aid, which looked like the Red Cross symbol. I asked if there was one for lawn mowing, and he said he wasn’t sure, but there was definitely a gardening badge, which he pointed out, approximately where his heart was. I considered asking if I could touch the badges, and then thought better of it. I couldn’t wait to get my uniform and start collecting my own badges.

Two years later, I was a few badges short of the twenty-one required for Eagle Scout, and I was a member of the Order of the Arrow. The National Boy Scout Jamboree in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, was that summer, and the troop leaders hoped at least one member of the troop would represent us. The trip also included a day in New York City for the 1964 World’s Fair. Despite all my achievements, others were higher ranked or better liked, making me feel I didn’t have a chance. As it turned out, no one else could go due to the cost or summer plans or lack of interest. It was up to me to represent my troop.

On a hot summer day a few weeks short of my thirteenth birthday, I stood in the middle of a sea of boys dressed in identical uniforms emblazoned with the brand-new National Jamboree Valley Forge patch over the right pocket and the designated troop number for our region on the left sleeve. Scouts from all over the central part of the state were gathered to board a special train to Philadelphia, a trip that would take all day and overnight. I still hadn’t achieved my growth spurt, so I struggled under the weight of my duffle bag with my name and troop number spelled out in black Magic Marker across the heavy fabric. We looked like child soldiers going off to war.

Scoutmaster Jenkins, a wiry, hard-looking man with graying hair, assembled us in the corner of the station and read announcements off a clipboard. The good news was the train would arrive in a few minutes, and they had provided sleeping cars. The not-so-good news was they hadn’t been able to get enough cars for each person to have his own berth. “We have to buddy up, men,” he said with a chuckle.

“Oh crap,” a boy next to me said in a low voice. “Have you ever seen how small a berth is? Barely big enough for one person.” His name was Eric, and he was from Danville.

“I’ve got a list here,” continued the Scoutmaster. “When you’ve got your buddy, come and tell me, and I’ll assign you a berth.”

I turned to Eric to ask him if he wanted to be my buddy, but he was already talking with another boy he seemed to know. They walked over to Jenkins and gave him their names. I looked around, and everybody appeared to be paired up, conjuring up a familiar feeling of standing on the playground alone after all the other boys had been picked for a team.

The train arrived, and we lined up. Jenkins stood at the bottom of the steps to check us off as we boarded. I reached the front of the line and told him my name.

“Who’s your buddy, Landis?”

“I couldn’t find one, sir.”

“Guess you’re stuck with me.” He scribbled on his clipboard. “Berth 2A. Good thing we’re both skinny.” He laughed. “Next.”

Nauseated, I lamented my shyness more than at any moment in my life. Of all the people around me, Jenkins was the worst choice. When everyone was choosing their partners, I should have gone up to someone, even that fat kid with glasses, and asked if he wanted to buddy up. I had never slept in the same bed with anyone, let alone a stranger older than my father.

The day progressed with box lunches, box dinners, card games, joke telling, and boyish pranks. Eric asked me who I was sharing with, and when I told him Jenkins, he laughed out loud. He promptly apologized and invited me to his compartment to hang out with them. I spent the day dreading the night.

Late in the evening, the troop leaders and scoutmasters circulated through the train, telling us it was time to go to bed. Everybody was supposed to be in his compartment by ten thirty. When I walked into mine at 10:31, Jenkins chided me. “Thought somebody threw you from the train.” He was already in an undershirt and boxers. I could smell his bad breath from several feet away. The other two occupants in the top bunk laughed and made comments I couldn’t hear.

I held up the toothpaste and toothbrush in my hand. “There was a line for the johns.”

I had hoped against hope he would let me be on the outside. I stripped down to my underwear and T-shirt. He pointed to the inside, and I got in. It was hot in the compartment and smelled of rank feet and Jenkins’s halitosis. “Goodnight, boys,” said Jenkins. “Sleep tight.”

I hugged the wall so that no part of me touched Jenkins. The shade was down, but a small gap at the bottom allowed me to see the lights going by, followed by long stretches of darkness. The sway of the train gradually lulled me to sleep. I was awakened by the train horn blaring and the flashing of multicolored lights out the window as if passing through a city. Jenkins’s arm was draped over my chest. I tried to wriggle my body away from him, nearly impossible in the tight confines of the berth, but he seemed to get the message, removing his arm and murmuring, “Sorry.”

My brain attempted to rationalize his behavior as unintentional, possibly normal considering the circumstances, and yet my heart revved up for possible fight or flight. No way was I going back to sleep. A few endless minutes went by, followed by movement. He shifted his body, so he was on his side facing me. Again, I tried to move away from him, but he thrust one arm under my side, and with the other on top, he forcefully pulled me against him. His erection pushed into my ass crack through my underwear. 

“No,” I said.

He immediately slapped a hand over my mouth and whispered in my ear, “Shhh. Relax.” With his free hand, he crept inside my shorts. Yes, despite every fiber in my body fighting what was happening, I had a hard-on. When you’re thirteen, you can get a boner looking at the rain outside your window or a bowl of cereal you’re having for breakfast. It didn’t mean anything, I kept telling myself. He started stroking it and rubbing his cock against my ass still through our underwear. I stared out the window at the lights going by. My stomach churned, and my breathing quickened through his nicotine-stained hand. We had been told in health education to imagine taking a cold shower when our bodies had inappropriate responses. I tried to conjure up jumping into an alpine lake in the middle of winter.

Eventually, he stopped without finishing, thank God. Perhaps he remembered two other people were in the room. He untangled his arms and turned over facing the other way.

Looking back, I question why I didn’t yell out, fight him off. If I had made a scene, the two boys in the other berth would have been roused. By breakfast time, the whole train would have known what happened. And whose life would have been made unbearable? Scoutmaster Jenkins, who was there to guide us and keep us “morally straight”? Or the shy, nerdy boy?

I crawled over Jenkins, mumbling, “Bathroom.” I slipped on my uniform shorts and exited the compartment. I wandered the halls, staring out the windows, feeling dirty. When I heard someone coming, I ducked into the washroom. I was barefoot, and by this time, the floor was sticky with the urine of hundreds of boys.

At around five in the morning, I went to Eric’s compartment, slid the door open, and sat on the floor. Eric raised his head. “Nate, what’s going on?”

“I couldn’t sleep. Can I just sit here?” My voice shook, and I sniffled.

“Come here,” he whispered. “You can share my bunk.”

“What?”

“My friend found his own berth. Turns out there were several singles free.”

I crawled into the bed and buried my face in the pillow, trying my best to stifle my crying. He laid a hand on my back. He seemed to intuit what had happened. I will never forget his kindness. For every monster in the world, there is at least one angel.

I woke up to Eric nudging me. “Hey, sleepyhead. Get up.”

One of the compartment mates leaned over from the top bunk. “Who’s he?” 

“He got stuck with Jenkins,” said Eric. “Said he had stinky breath.”

“Yeah, he’s kinda weird,” said the other.

I stood up and stretched. “I better get back. Thanks.”

Jenkins was in our compartment packing his gear. The other two boys were out. “You’d better get packed up. We’ll be arriving soon.”

I gathered my things, trying to stay as far away from him as I could.

“Heh, heh. I guess I thought I was in bed with my wife last night.”

Does your wife have a dick? You lying bag of shit. “Is that so?” I tried to sound like I hadn’t a care in the world.

“Didn’t mean anything by it. Just…you know…best we keep it to ourselves.”

“Sure. Don’t worry.” I put on my shirt and neckerchief. “By the way, I heard there were some single berths free after all.”

“I’ll look into that for the way back.” The train slowed down as we pulled into the station. I lifted the shade to let in light. “Hurry up,” he said. “We’re here.”

*

Eric and I sat next to each other on the bus that rolled into Valley Forge National Historic Park where George Washington and his Continental Army holed up in the winter of 1777-1778. We stopped at the Memorial Arch and looked up at Washington’s words inscribed on top. “Naked and starving as they are,” Eric read. “We cannot enough admire the incomparable patience and fidelity of the soldiery.”

“Naked?” I chuckled.

“Have some respect. A bunch of them died of cold and starvation.”

I felt the bite of his admonishment. “I didn’t know.”

“I’m just messing with you. It does sound funny. I doubt they mean naked like skinny-dipping naked.”

“I bet they didn’t have winter clothes.” I couldn’t help wondering if Eric and I would have the chance to go skinny-dipping sometime.

We went down into the valley where tents were already going up for the fifty thousand Scouts in attendance, nearly five times the number of Washington’s Continental Army. The sun beat down on the worker boys, pounding stakes, lifting poles, unrolling canvas. Many of them were naked to the waist.

Eric and I got to be good friends over the next few days. We shared a tent and reminded each other to put cotton in our ears before we went to bed. They had put up a sign warning us beetles crawled in your ears at night, and though we laughed about it, we were religious about stuffing our ears with cotton. When we went through the obstacle course, he went ahead of me and helped pull me over the wall we had to climb. A couple of times we would see Jenkins walking toward us from a distance, and Eric would take my arm and haul me in another direction.

Each troop had to set up an exhibit of a skill related to their geographical region. One troop from Missouri showed how to make a raft with logs and rope. A troop from Oklahoma made a windmill, and one from New Mexico demonstrated how to sew leather moccasins. The skill we chose to deliver to the world was making corncob jelly. In front of our area, we put up an ugly pink banner, reading in a childish scrawl, “Unkel Bob’s Korn Cob Jelly.” We weren’t sure who came up with the idea and the cute spelling, but we joked it was Jenkins’s wife. We would boil corncobs, add pectin and sugar to the juice, and voilà, a tasty treat representing our state, which I had never in my life tried or heard of.

While Eric, Seth, and I unloaded the cob boiling pots off the truck, Seth had a brainstorm. “We should call it cornhole jelly.” He guffawed like it was the funniest thing in the world.

Panic swept across Eric’s face as if he was afraid I might think he had told my secret about Jenkins. Though my laughter was slightly delayed, it came out strong. “That’s actually funny. That’s hilarious.” From that time on, the three of us always called it cornhole jelly, at least when Jenkins wasn’t nearby, and each time, we had a good laugh.

That night, Eric and I sat cross-legged, our knees touching, as Anita Bryant entertained us on a huge stage with a backdrop of the Boy Scout emblem and the jamboree theme of Strengthen America’s Heritage in big red letters. It was my first time seeing a famous person on stage and she sang—ironically—“Over the Rainbow.” All the boys hooted and howled. Eric and I joined in. The incident with Jenkins had been forgotten, and I had a new friend.

Near the end of the week at Valley Forge, I saw a president speak live for the first time. Lyndon Baines Johnson said that in fifty years, “Man will have reached into outer space and probed the inner secrets of human life.” The part about probing the inner secrets of human life stuck with me and seemed to have meaning I could only partially grasp.

As I lay in our tent at night, I longed to repeat those several hours spent in the shared bed on the train, Eric’s hand on my back, the pure joy of someone literally having my back. Fear restrained me in its iron grip. I later wondered if he, too, wanted the same but was afraid to reach out, not wanting to be like Jenkins.


Three: Love through the Louvers

The spring of 1965 was endless, exactly as the groundhog had predicted. A few warm days would tease us only to have a cold spell plunge us back into dark-and-dreary winter. April brought torrential rains, and we had a freak snowstorm the first week of May. And then out of nowhere, a heat wave made the last week of school a living hell as we sat in classrooms without air conditioning, dripping sweat onto our notebooks.

When the final school day arrived, everyone sang refrains from popular songs as they cleaned out their lockers and danced instead of trudging down the halls while young lovers expressed more overt affection in anticipation of warm nights, and guys told the same jokes they had been telling all year, but now their friends laughed. No one was more pleased than me to be out for the summer. I could begin my routine of mowing lawns and scouting out houses so I could add more notes to my files and improve my architectural drawings.

The heat wave dragged on, and Mom sometimes convinced me to go to the country club and lounge with her by the pool. We took books and found chairs in the corner under umbrellas. I kept one eye peeled for a Judy sighting, which might be an indication Dr. B was on the premises. When I saw her, I would tell Mom I had to go to the bathroom and run to the changing room in hopes of catching him there. I knew he liked to play tennis at the club courts.

In late August, my bathroom trips paid off. I did in fact need to pee and was standing at the urinal when I detected the shadow of a large person step up to the urinal next to mine. I didn’t have to look to know who it was. I knew his cologne well, having smelled it a couple times in his house, standing at the bathroom mirror, opening the medicine cabinet, taking out the square bottle of Aramis, and holding it under my nose.

All I knew about cologne was that my father wore Old Spice, which lived up to its silly name, and my brother occasionally splashed on menthol-y Aqua Velva before a date. But Aramis was something different and, I imagined, expensive. Its peppery smell tickled my nose and later turned into something smoky and complex.

Yes, I had found a way into the seemingly impenetrable Baronian house. One day while I was mowing the lawn, a pebble shot out and put a small crack in a basement window. It wasn’t that noticeable, but as I examined the glass, I saw the latch could be easily jimmied with a knife. I had seen Mrs. B and Judy leave, and later, the doctor. I took out my pocketknife and soon found myself in the basement.

No lock on the door up to the kitchen. In the den was a cabinet with tennis trophies and lots of pictures of the doctor in high school and college. My heart thumped in my chest. I considered putting one of the small pictures in my pocket. There were so many, I doubted it would be missed, but I decided to save it for later. Now that I had a way in, a second time I had crawled in the basement window and gone to the medicine cabinet, relishing in his cologne.

With Dr. B standing next to me at the urinal, I knew it would be impossible to pee. My gonads retreated inside me, and my penis shriveled up to the size of a baby bird. Maybe he wouldn’t notice me. Wrong.

“Hey there, Nathan. Been in the pool?”

I hadn’t. My skin was dry to the point of being itchy. I was getting over a summer cold, and Mom said it wasn’t a good idea to go in the water. I couldn’t explain all that, so I simply muttered, “Yeah.”

I also knew without looking he was naked, on the way to the showers. The heat radiating off his skin made me feel like I was standing next to a furnace. And then out of this furnace, a powerful stream launched, a river pounding against the white enamel, guaranteeing that I wouldn’t be able to pee.

“Are your parents here?”

“Mom,” I croaked, staring at the wall where the paint had peeled off in the exact shape of a phallus.
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