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I wish to cry. Yet, I laugh, and my lipstick leaves a red stain like a bloody crescent moon on the top of the beer can.

 

Sylvia Plath, the Unabridged Journals


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This book is for Michael McKinley, my dear friend, teacher by example, and bar muse extraordinaire.
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I n t r o d u c t i o n


 

Two summers ago, when I re-read Willa Cather’s My Antonia, a particular line stayed with me. Some memories are realities and are better than anything that can ever happen to one again. I found that notion interesting. I had a love story already in mind, so I set out to write a love story about memories.

With love at its core, I began to think of specific characters and settings. I decided on an event to steer and complicate the plot. I believed I had my protagonist set. With what I thought at the time were sufficient elements to get started, I got to work.

I rewrite as I work, and this novel went through quite a few rewrites before it reached anywhere close to fifty pages. I eliminated characters and settings. Scenes large and small were relocated or deleted. Something wasn’t working.

Characters steer my plots, and I knew my protagonist, Ronny, from my trilogy The Belmar Series. But I realized Ronny no longer carried my interest. Luckily, like Ronny I fell in love with Katie. Having her become a split-protagonist energized the writing.

The novel’s first half takes place over twenty years. Those years are presented episodically, a sort of yearbook over two decades. Following a twenty-year span when Ronny and Katie do not meet, a twenty-four-hour reunion takes place. Watching them over the course of their big day gave me much joy, as does sharing their story with you.

A wise character in the novel declares, “We’re not here to get you into any trouble. We’re here to beat the blues.” I like to think he’s speaking to you and me.


 

Y e a r b o o k G l i m p s e s


 

The thing to remember about the blues, Katie told herself, is you know they’re always right around each corner. You might as well get hip to them.


One

 

Robert Francis Kennedy was nine days dead, and not one of Katie’s Inlet Terrace neighbors gave a damn. Saturday grills smoked with steaks and gossip; screeching kids swam and barked like seal pups along the lagoon’s bulkheads. She grimaced from the racket. Mayor Peter Hopkins and his

electric hedge clippers weren’t helping. Katie peeked up from Susan Sontag to watch him trim the privet hedge between her parents’ yard and his. He always seemed so somber. Without knowing why, Katie found his melancholy irresistible.

Sunning herself in her backyard, she watched him climb his stepladder to shear the hedge’s top. He trimmed its entire width. Hedges ran between every Terrace yard. Most people hired workers who were told to trim the top halfway so clippings wouldn’t litter the next property, and the worker

wouldn’t trespass to rake up the mess. What a joke. Nestled blocks from the beach with its man-made lagoon and showy, three story houses, the Terrace was Belmar’s snob central.

Peter looked about finished, but he lingered over the hedge end by the lagoon near Katie’s blanket, radio, and Cokes on ice. When his big clippers stopped, he wiped sweat from his forehead, turned his head and eyes toward her, and nodded, running fingers through his hair as if to emphasize its luxuriant thickness.

Two minutes later she carried her copy of Against Interpretation and Other Essays over to show him. His sweat- soaked T-shirt clung to his chest.

“There’s the new high school graduate. How are you doing? Your mother told me you’ve been down in the dumps.”


She looked at hedge clippings on the ground. “You

know, we live in a time in which tragedy is a form of history,”

she misquoted Ms. Sontag.

Peter’s wife called him to the telephone from their back porch. He started to leave. Then he stopped and turned. “Which school are you off to in the fall?”

“School’s a waste of time and money,” Katie declared. “I intend to move to California to continue my education via experience in the tradition of Thoreau.” She never did show him her book. The following spring she dropped out of Gettysburg College.

Next summer at a Fourth of July party, Katie sat a stool away from Nell, her mother, at the three-seat mini bar in their pine paneled den. Her face narrow and weathered, Nell had a soul as deep as the lenses she wore near the end of her nose. Her eyes crinkled above her glasses when she smiled. She could be whoever Katie needed most—Mummy, big sis, or crazy aunt. Sometimes Katie wondered if her mother had silently waited through two sons and a detached husband for a daughter to speak with. Their words and feelings flowed as easily as the tide in the lagoon.

There were no secrets between them until Peter pulled up the middle stool. Katie shivered when he turned her way and struck up an actual conversation.

“So you had a tough year at school,” were Peter’s first words Katie heard after she lit a cigarette. “Well, that can happen. Sometimes it’s a matter of finding your niche. It takes a while. Everyone’s different.”

She had a bad habit. With her hair betwixt being happy behind ears and wanting to fall across her face, she


tucked it back every other second. As he spoke, she kept one eye on Nell.

“This is cute,” Peter touched Nell’s latest porcelain knick-knack, a lily pad-based, stand up frog whose front arms cradled a can opener. “I like these critters,” he touched the opener with a finger on its plastic middle decorated with tiny, smiling dragonflies.

“I partied too much,” Katie blurted. “I don’t know—all this conflict in the world and here at home. People die in our streets every day. It seems to me I should be doing something besides sitting in a dorm reading dead men’s books.”

“Every bright, sensitive girl your age feels that way.

You’ll come around to yourself.”

Corny. But his eyes looked right into hers, and when he spoke to her, it seemed as if he was talking to someone for the first time who might accept his sincerity without a catch.

Mary Hopkins came over to the bar, stood behind Nell, and patted her husband’s shoulder. His eyes moved toward her for a moment before turning back and embracing Katie’s face. She felt the blush in her toes.

Mrs. Hopkins said something in Nell’s ear and laughed. They touched martini glasses. Nell in her Irish whisper said something about Betty Doolan’s slacks. Mary hushed her and giggled. Silence and another cigarette for Katie at the other end of the bar before, “Well, good luck, Katie, at—where are you headed in the fall?”

“Fairleigh Dickinson.”

“Wow, Teaneck. That’s a hop and a skip from the

city,” Peter’s eyebrows lifted. Everyone knew the mayor took a commuter train from Belmar to his law office in New York. “We’ll be as close as next-door neighbors. Up north, too, I


mean.” Peter laughed at his charming awkwardness, showed rugged white teeth, and pressed a palm to the small of Katie’s back. “Drop in sometime for a city tour.”

Katie waited for one of the two adult women nearby to say something. She lit a cigarette and watched Peter make his way through the living room, stopping to speak, canvassing.

She listened to her mother talk to Peter’s wife, and she smiled, crushing out her last anxious ciggie. Nell hadn’t sensed her excitement.

 

Taking him up on his offer, Katie surprised Peter in New York during orientation in September 1969. She needed another campus rules tour from some stilted, bra-clad co-ed like Nixon needed Cronkite.

She had a friend, Ivan Sideroff, drive her into the city from Teaneck. He split to see his girlfriend at Hunter College. She hoofed it to Peter’s office on Fifth Avenue where teeming lunch hour secretaries in business couture and Ivy League executive crew-cuts surrounded her blue jean bells and purple Indian-print top.

He came out from his office as she arrived in the waiting area. When his eyes found her, he hesitated before managing a stiff smile. He wore a light-gray suit, white shirt, and power-striped tie wide enough to gag a horse.

“I thought I’d surprise you,” she laughed.

He held up a finger and retreated behind his office door. Minutes later, he emerged as if arriving home from a long trip. Now a relaxed host, he inquired if she had eaten lunch.

She told him she didn’t feel like having a sit-down lunch. She wanted to walk. They ate lunch at a Sabrett stand


and strolled along before they camped on a bench in Central Park. Peter talked about Manhattan, Frank Sinatra, and the Mets.

After he explained why he enjoyed each one, she asked him, “Do you think Steven Stills is a millionaire hippy sellout?”

“Who?” he smiled.

She laughed and was sure she blushed. Not from his answer but to cover her own embarrassment for asking him such a question.

Doing all the listening, he walked her back to Hunter College where she was to meet Ivan at two o’clock. He was late. They waited for him by a bicycle rack that held dozens of bikes. The sunshine disappeared behind clouds or buildings. She didn’t know which. Her thoughts about making Peter late spun with the traffic’s din and exhaust fumes. She sighed with relief at Ivan’s arrival.

As they pulled away, Peter checked his watch and hailed a cab only a few blocks from his office. You did make him late she told herself.

She remembered Peter’s smile while Ivan got lost and cursed his way through an unwanted tour of Manhattan. It was dark when he dropped her off in front of her dorm. Music and voices flowed from its lighted windows. In front of her a cat scrambled across the bare common. After spending the day in the city, campus was a letdown.

Toward the end of her next meeting with Peter, another walking tour, this time bundled against November, she mentioned something about coming home for

Thanksgiving. “Well…” his eyes dropped and didn’t lift again

until a burst of staccato horns from the traffic turned his head.


“We’ll see each other around the neighborhood during the holidays.”

“What an adolescent thing to say,” jumped from her

mouth.

He looked at her a moment before tilting his head

back and laughing. Smiling, he cupped her elbows in his

hands, and in her life’s memory of him, seemed happy for the first time. He made a call to his office and spent the rest of the afternoon with her in a wonderfully quaint coffee shop. Over scones and tea, he listened to her lament Vietnam, racial prejudice, and a prissy girl in her Chaucer class who hated to hear people address someone as “man.”

In late January after several unsuccessful payphone calls to his office ate all her laundry quarters, she saw Peter called scrawled on her dorm door message board. She phoned him back after getting all silver change for a five-dollar bill. That night she wrote the first of several long letters laced with observations from her Psych 201 class. More phone calls followed.

Doodles in the margins of her class notes sat alongside his name in a variety of fonts and designs when he called her late one Friday night to see if she could take a train into the city the following morning. After hanging up, she felt honest to goodness chills.

He met her mid-morning in Grand Central.

Heading for a taxi, her arm locked around his and her eyes sweeping the interior of the terminal, she remarked, “This is breathtaking. It reminds me of Convention Hall in Asbury Park.”

“My remarkable girl,” he praised. “The architectural

firm of Warren and Wetmore designed both buildings.”


She pulled down on his arm, stretched her face up, and kissed his mouth. For a split second she thought about walking again before his arm moved around her back and

tugged her into another kiss. The rest of the morning’s trip to

the Empire State was one stretched grin.

Unannounced on a mild Saturday in March, he showed up in the Student Union Building snack bar. She had written him of Saturday foosball adventures in the SUB, lamenting her lack of hand-eye coordination. Seated at a table by himself, he might have passed for a contemplative professor. She walked up behind him and touched his shoulder. The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile.

“What are you doing here?”

He swiveled around, said, “That’s up to you,” and

began to recite a list of silly adventures.

“Just take me off campus,” she smiled.

They drove to a motel down the road from school. It had some kind of smorgasbord restaurant alongside, a typical pairing for parents’ weekend or homecoming. Peter had Katie wait in his car while he registered. The room smelled clean; the furnishings were drab and well-used.

They made love immediately. At first Peter’s eagerness was a giant turn-on, but in the long run he played far too rough for her liking. His loud, guttural noises and jiggly love handles shoved aside any remaining romantic fantasies her naïveté had conjured. After he rolled off her, she critiqued the lousy starving-artist painting above the dresser.

Any disappointment with my first lover evaporated in his verbal, post-coitus celebration of my body. “You have no idea, Katie, how you make me feel,” he perched on an elbow. “You are amazing. Look at you. The feel of you,” he touched


the back of his fingernail softly down a cheek, down the nape of my neck and across a breast. I closed my eyes. Stiff and tense, smiling and guessing where he would brush next, his voice dropped me into a deep well of trust.

He dressed, went out to the car, and returned with his

Polaroid. She didn’t notice the camera until it was too late.

“Sit up, please, baby, and smile.”

She searched for something to cover herself and managed to pull the sheet up to her belly. More than one picture spit out.

After they showered, she sat in his car riding back to school. She decided taking the pictures was a wicked act.

Baby, he had called her. For weeks afterward, she heard them spit from the camera as it flashed, tongues sticking out at her youthful sensibility.

 

Months later on Memorial Day weekend, Katie was shown one of the photographs. Her next-door party buddy, Ronny, barged into her room. Tall and skinny with a head of dark curls, he had discovered the photos hidden between laundered white shirts, suburban souvenirs tucked between starched conformity.

Vulnerable and sweet, Ronny looked lost and frightened, his usual bravado gone. Four years younger, as a kid he had been the neighborhood pest. Now grown into her fawning worshiper, the photo shaking in his fingers, Katie felt something other than sympathy. They were victims of the same cruel act, and her heart went out to him. She guessed right away what would happen.

“I wished to be remembered,” I told you—two adolescents colliding. Gentleness resonated in my mind rather


than payback. Our moments contrasted with the flurry of noise and stilted laughter two backyards away where the Doolans hosted our neighborhood and our parents practiced amiable hypocrisy. Ours was a peaceful pleasure.

After Ronny and Katie made love, she went downstairs to the kitchen phone and called Doolan’s, got Peter on the line, and commanded he get over to his dresser to clean up

the mess. She didn’t include specifics surrounding the photos’

discovery.

“Trophies are beneath you,” she scolded.

Days later passing Peter on the sidewalk, he stared straight ahead. She called his name. He stopped, turned, and raised a dismissive hand. Katie tried to take solace in lessons learned. Most of all she wanted to forgive herself. Bessie Smith helped. “After You’ve Gone” and “Nobody Knows When You’re Down And Out” filled her room. The thing to remember about the blues, Katie told herself, is you know

they’re always right around each corner. You might as well get hip to them.

Now we are displayed, photoshopped, cropped, and shared—a single payback picture away from thousands of trolls and retweets. The internet detests context. I may as well dip a palm in animal blood and draw my story on a cave wall which remains undiscovered for millennia.

Disillusioned by her naiveté and Peter’s callousness, by late August Katie wanted no part of giggling coeds sitting for hours on beds talking sex and parties and clothes in the fall.

As she became more aware of the country’s nefarious foreign policy, its utter disregard of civilian casualties in its bombing of North Vietnam—no one yet knew of Nixon’s secret bombing of Laos and Cambodia—the boozy goings on of Inlet Terrace


angered her.

“This neighborhood’s an inebriated gossip fest,” she confided to Nell. The two sat down with coffee most afternoons and taught one another.

“We have our share of lulus,” Nell agreed. “We’re mostly good people. Too many of us forget who we love and what we love. We end up like that rock garden of ours. Stuff that’s no good grows and takes over.”

“Did Nathaniel forget or never bother?”

“Come on now. If yaa can’t say something nice…” Nell liked to stretch out her ah sounds.

“I know, I know. Wow, it’s been a while since we’ve been out in the garden. I remember us weeding on our knees, planting new plants. You knelt on that foamy yellow pad.”

“Oh, my knee pad…haven’t seen it. Wonder if I could still get up off the damn thing. You’ll be back in school soon enough, honey. I’ll take care of your dad and the tuition.”

As usual Nell was right. Katie knew she needed to return as much as she needed to get out of the house and away from her father.

Nathaniel Greenspan, a white-haired Jewish leprechaun, owned three of the biggest bottle shops around. Most people called him Uncle Natty. His wife and daughter called him Nathaniel. Before his three children were of age and old enough to protest, he legally changed their last name from Greenspan to Kline. Nathaniel had grown tired of

Katie’s blues records, especially a scratchy Howlin’ Wolf disc, and Nell’s lectures. He paid Katie’s tuition.

Her remaining college years went quickly. No more time for unhappy married mayors—serious times required serious attention. Colored by assassinations and Vietnam’s


weekly TV toll, her generation faced death in other places— Altamont, Kent State, and Jackson State. Album covers became obituary photographs—Brian, Jimi, Janis, and Jim—all angels at twenty-seven. Military and political deaths struck her as extensions of world violence. At least they left with honored processions. Katie’s singers and dreamers left steeped in drugs, vomit, or bath water.

She found refuge in school work, took summer

courses, and in the spring of ’72, B.A. in journalism tucked tight in a fist—she planned to set out for the big city. People were changing. She could feel it. New ideas buzzed in the air, fireflies to be gathered in an ever-brightening jar. She had her wings, and she planned to use them to catch a mid-morning train to New York.

Her ride to the station pulled into the driveway and honked. Katie stood in the doorway. Her parents came from the kitchen. Nathaniel lifted a hand and wished her luck. Nell cried and came to her. Suitcase in one hand, Royal portable typewriter case strap over a shoulder, Katie spread her arms.

“It’s okay, Mummy. I’m going to help fix the trouble.”

Nell let a hug hand drop and patted Katie’s Royal. “I know. Yaa got everything?”

Nathaniel shuffled back to the kitchen.

“I’m all set,” Katie squeezed Nell hard.

On the train she imagined sitting before an editor. She had interviews scheduled at several newspapers. She crossed her legs, sat up straight, and smiled as she handed an invisible resume across the top of the vacant seat in front of her. She felt grown up dressed in wide bell bottom slacks, white top, and fun, clunky-heeled shoes. She hadn’t decided if she would wear a bra for the interviews.


Industrial north Jersey passed in the window. Filth and flames belched from skinny refinery stacks. A plane heading into Newark dipped for its approach. She sat back, recalling

other train trips to the city. She wasn’t going for the day or a show this time. The sights out the window seemed closer, part of a new world.

The first time she had ridden on the train had been when her big brothers took her to the circus at Madison Square Garden. She had been struck by the stark ugliness outside the window. A twelve-year old heading for magic, she had imagined herself a ringmaster waving a gloved palm over the glass and turning lifeless gray into living green.

 

Her old Fairleigh Dickinson pal, Ivan, had told Katie about a guy looking for a roommate for his Greenwich Village apartment. The guy turned out to be his older brother Tom. Ivan showed her the place. On the third floor with a straight- line hallway and every room on the building’s front side, the apartment had deep, delightful window seats. Five minutes squatting in one sold Katie before she met Tom.

Her first impression of Tom was mixed—a likeable hayseed. Skinny with frazzled hair and whiskers in need of fertilizer, he sat Katie down and talked for half an hour. From the middle of Pennsylvania, he opened up to her as if confessing crimes to a police psychologist. He hated high school, suffered through two years at Bucknell University where coeds hunted husbands and frats boys mocked him, and arrived in New York with one thing in mind—make it as a musician. He owned a beautiful old Martin guitar, one pair of sandals, and a collection of colognes in lieu of regular showers. At night he worked busing and waiting tables.


“Until me and Mr. Martin find us a gig,” he explained.

Every day for two weeks, if they met in daylight when he wasn’t trying to land a gig and she wasn’t job hunting, he asked her to sleep with him. She politely declined though she found herself attracted to his wiry muscles. My roommate has a nice body she wrote to a girlfriend back home. She didn’t confide to anyone—even Nell—how much she felt drawn to his optimistic grit. Every time they sat together and talked, he spoke of his plans for the future. Songs were waiting to be found. Songs floated in the air like white, puffy dandelion seeds. All you had to do was let the song drift into cupped palms and find its notes.

The Village Voice found Katie. At first, she wrote obits. Then one of the art/music/food associate editors took a liking to Katie’s long legs or chutzpah—she didn’t give a hoot which—and gave her a few minor reporter assignments. Can you check out so and so at the Bitter End? Have a snack here, a dinner there. Between assignments she explored. She strolled past the site of the Weather Underground safe house explosion and the Stonewall Inn where outrage sparked conscience. No longer a tourist she felt the city’s length and breadth in her soul. As an eyewitness to her own changing sensibilities, she wrote reports and reviews of anything she could hear, taste, or touch.

After weeks of anticipation and receiving minimum salary, on a scorching hot day in August she opened the paper and read the name after the word by. Katie Kline. It was a lousy restaurant review, but a start.

Tom had Tuesday evening off, and she dragged him out to the White Horse Tavern to celebrate.

“How do you do it, Katie? I mean you don’t make shit


and you always have bread.”

“How do you know I don’t make shit?” she laughed.

Nell’s regular checks weren’t any of his business.

Tom had spiffed up. He bought himself a pair of desert boots, chucked out his older jeans, began taking daily showers, and got a haircut. Instead of the alcohol stink of Aqua Velva, he smelled of sandalwood soap. Underneath his former scraggy appearance dwelt a crew cut soul.

“I know how much the Voice pays. My old roomie tried that route. He wanted to be Kerouac, Baldwin, and Capote all rolled into one. Too bad he’s a sober straight white guy.”

She wanted to ask him if he always viewed individuals as types. Instead she joked, “Who are you going to be? The lone Smothers Brother?”

“I don’t care for their politics. Hey, don’t fuck with the new me,” he laughed.

“I don’t like that word.”

“You say it,” he grinned. They both drank big cold

mugs of pilsner.

“Fuck,” she whispered.

Former stubble cheeks were clean shaven. He blushed and dropped his eyes.

“Do you like to hear me say it?” “Yes…softly. It’s a turn-on.”

“Here’s to turn-ons,” she smiled, raising her mug. They both laughed and ordered thick, spicy sausages,

buttered potatoes, and crisp salads with chunks of Roquefort cheese. He ate like a truck driver, gobbling big bites. She wiped her mouth and paused to watch him eat.

“What?” he swallowed. “Eating too fast? I’ve been


hungry since yesterday.”

“Did you know this bar is where Dylan Thomas drank his eighteen straight whiskies?”

“That’s apocryphal.”

“So am I. Too full to move.”

Cozy with this new-found ease, on the way home

fingers brushed in the middle of the cab’s seat. His digits played over her knuckles. The street lights glowed brighter as she climbed out and waited for him to pay the driver.

Upstairs in the apartment, the air warm and curtains dead still, they sat on the overstuffed sofa and kissed. They stretched out, arms entwined, and kissed like teenagers with their parents away. Katie tensed abdomen muscles, afraid if he touched the top of her jeans to unbuckle the belt, she would help him. Instead he tucked himself around her as his arms relaxed, and they fell asleep together, damp with perspiration, until her alarm buzzed at 5:00 a.m.

Two days passed before Tom spoke to Katie of their evening out. Mute sentries, they paraded past one another in the hallway between rooms. Rushing to either work or sleep, there were quick hellos, nods, and waves.

On Friday at lunch, Katie decided the matter needed to be addressed. Over a Caesar salad she told a coworker, “It’s glorious to be in your twenties and let an upcoming weekend dictate sexual decisions.”

Arriving home, she heading to the fridge, he leaving his room for work, they met in the narrow hallway. She reached out, caught his arm, and kissed his cheek.

“Say something besides hello.”

His expression brightened. “You’re off tomorrow.

Wait up for me. I’ll hurry.”


She smiled and let him pass. He walked to the apartment door, turned to speak, but left.

Too hot to eat, she spent Saturday drinking ice tea and sitting at an open window on one of her marvelous, deep window seats. She could scrunch up toes against one side, lean back against the other, fold arms and contemplate everything from a first new car to how people reveal their character when crossing a busy street. Greenwich Village housed desperadoes.

At dusk she passed some time reading. Reasoning she would stay awake because of the heat, she woke to darkness and horns honking. Both glowing hands of her alarm clock, blurry at first, pointed upright. She grabbed the clock and brought it close—after midnight.

Had Tom returned from work? He couldn’t have. She would have heard him come in. In T-shirt and panties she tiptoed out to the hall. All the lights were out except the soft white plastic stove-top which they kept on to avoid stubbing

munchie toes heading for the fridge. She continued to Tom’s

room. His door hung open.

Light from the street puffed the thin curtain into the room. After mere months in the city, Katie wasn’t accustomed to night noise. Voices and vehicles were still distinct sounds rather than blended white background. On his back, sheet thrown aside, Tom lay quiet, asleep. His slow, rhythmic breathing quickened her heart as she climbed onto the bed.

She took off shirt and panties, peeled his underwear down to his ankles, and took him in her mouth. At first, he did not make a sound. He began to move under her, and then he woke. A soft cry rose in his throat. She laid an arm across his chest, smoothing back and forth, and he joined into her rhythm.


Outside the window a horn honked.

 

Tom and Katie scraped by for almost one year before she received a promotion to reporter and he found steady gigs. They discovered new companions but remained close in rare quiet time. Katie keeping quiet helped keep Tom amiable.

The words Vietnam and feminism stuck to Katie’s tongue like

flies on the sticky rolls Tom hung at each window.

He wrote songs the way Katie jotted notes for a story. Napkins and scraps of paper filled with scribbled lyrics kept table lamps and night stands company. On weekends before gigs, he practiced chords and solos and spent hours winding melodies around a riff he liked. No one worked harder at his art. They played a blindfold touching game—which hand is this? She could always tell by the calluses on certain fingers.

Success brought change to both. He drank more alcohol and smoked less weed. Booze brought out his indignation toward the press—was it her longer hours or politics? No longer silent, she hit back when he snipped. The war, the women’s movement—it all moved into every room of the apartment.

“They hound Nixon on Vietnam as if he’s a criminal,” Tom told Cronkite over Nell’s chicken parmigiana. It was a Tuesday night, their one night of the week together.

Katie had watched the tomato sauce for hours. “Maybe

he is.”

“The anti-war protesters suck. They make lame

political stands.”

“There are no lame political stands—only lame

imaginations.”

“You’re practically impractical.”


Still, he sang her love songs: Lovin’ Spoonful, Jim Croce, Simon and Garfunkel. Love in a time of tumult. Easy tip money made him cynical toward further critical success. He told her a dozen times after half a dozen shots, “I’ll be stuck in these backwaters. These bastards pay my rent as they rob my talent.”

For Katie each day’s assignment lay crammed with possibilities. Stories popped like firecrackers. Every weekday morning smiled at her absent-minded routine as story angles that had played out in her dreams came to life over strong coffee while Tom, back from work, drank at the kitchen table.

Then one night when he called in sick, she woke late and couldn’t find him. Searching the apartment for him, she heard an empty Heineken bottle hum past. It shattered on the wall away from her, but the incident raised a screaming and constant alarm. A week of apologies later, they ventured out to a retro theater to see His Girl Friday.

He spent the first ten minutes making fun of Rosalind

Russell’s hat and the disorganization of Cary Grant’s

newspaper. Then he announced, “This is a women’s lib film from the 1940s starring you. Why didn’t I see this coming?”

“Sit still. It’s a screwball comedy.”

Multiple reporters awaiting an execution provided

more fodder. “They talk so fast and say different things about

the same news. Just like today. No truth.”

She filled her mouth with popcorn to hold her tongue. When Cary Grant made his big play for Rosalind

Russell, Tom scoffed, “Who marries an ex?”

The following day Katie wrote a feature piece. Its thesis stated our generation was marked by cynicism regarding relationships, and our allotted amount of domestic happiness


would play out before we turned thirty when we would no longer be able to trust ourselves.

Katie tried to fix the trouble. She proposed date nights, day outings, and quiet lunches. Nothing clicked. Playing chicken, she and Tom waited for a handkerchief to drop so they could accelerate toward the cliff.

On a Monday after coming home from a weekend assignment in Boston, she found his room bare but for the metal bed frame, an empty rectangle of memories. He left his share for two months’ rent and a single white rose taped to the refrigerator door. Though they had not made love for weeks and had seldom spoken, sentries again marching past one another every morning, she cried for days until she found a new roommate meowing and pawing at the front door. She named her Cleo, the first kitty in the Village to be walked on a leash.

Work and play kept her male-free and busy.

Something called Watergate began to run Voice reporters around as fast as Truman Capote swilled martinis. Katie typed in a miniskirt and granny boots, roamed downtown trailing after John and Yoko, and marched for peace and the Equal Rights Amendment. She feasted at Granados, her heart pulling ten different ways each day, and loved every minute of it. Talk about living—what a blast!


Two

 

In homes across America, angry chairs shot back from dinner tables on Memorial Day weekend 1970. Four shot dead at Kent State, and the hair on Ronny’s head couldn’t grow fast enough. Anything to piss off his father.

Like most of the adult males Ronny knew, his father toughed through the depression and won World War II. He celebrated the lagoon in Polaroid pictures; super eight movies filmed with a row of handheld, blinding lights; martinis; freezers stocked with steaks; and chrome-loaded GM automobiles. Ronny loved him but couldn’t stand him.

Ronny and Katie were Inlet Terrace rebels. They cringed when their parents tried to do the Jerk or Twist. They got it when Mick Jagger rolled his eyes on Ed Sullivan singing “let’s spend some time together” instead of “let’s spend the night together.” They enjoyed digging up dirt on their elders. Snooping, they called it.

The Saturday before Memorial Day found them

smoking reefer in Katie’s third floor bathroom, the shower running to cover their tokes. They stood on chairs, passed the joint, and exhaled under the fan so it sucked out the smoke. Katie put on the White Album while Ronny kicked back in her bean bag chair.

When Nell returned from shopping, the two left

Katie’s bedroom to listen in from the second floor. On the back stairs leading to the kitchen, Katie whispered, “Nathaniel sent Nell out to buy booze for the Doolan’s yard party. I bet she went to Weinstein’s in South Belmar instead of driving to one of his stores. He’ll be pissed.”

