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About Tilly and Elmer

 


Some years ago, I began writing about Tilly
and Elmer, an older couple from the made-up town of South Branch,
Iowa. Tilly and Elmer have been married fifty years, still like
each other, and know what to do about it. After a series of short
stories recounting a few of their loving but usually funny sexual
exploits as sexagenarians, I thought it would be proper (or
amusingly improper) to write about their revisionist recollections
of their high school courtship. This became a popular tell all
about coming of age in the Midwest during the 1960’s. Eventually
these two storybook characters revealed to me their untold secret
shenanigans after Elmer went to college in Northern Iowa, and Tilly
left for nursing school in San Francisco. As one can imagine, they
had wildly different college experiences, which led to
misunderstandings and an era of estrangement, not to mention
disdain, for one another. The Great American Tilly
and Elmer Novel is the sad, delightful, kinky, enlightening,
shocking, and amusing story of that period in their lives.


 



The Great American
Tilly and Elmer Novel


Gene Clements


Prologue

August 8, 1967 – Somewhere in Wyoming

Elmer slowly awoke from a dream in which a
young female detective mercilessly interrogated him under an
intense accusatory spotlight. She seemed convinced he was guilty of
something; whatever it was, Elmer had an unsettling feeling she was
right.

He cautiously opened his eyes. The blinding
spotlight was actually the early morning sun shining through the
windshield of his well-used 15-year-old Chevy pickup. Shielding his
eyes, Elmer was surprised to find himself in a desert of some kind.
He turned to look around and felt a twinge of pain in his neck; he
had been sleeping in the driver's seat with his head tilted
awkwardly against the side window.

As his thoughts cleared, he remembered that
late last night the truck had begun to lose power and he had pulled
off State Route 130 into an abandoned gas station at the edge of a
small town, just west of the middle of nowhere. The town appeared
doubtful; a dozen dilapidated dwellings and a tacky tavern that
wouldn’t open until noon, and where a long-haired,
fresh-out-of-college kid in bell bottoms wouldn’t be welcome
anyway.

Elmer suddenly felt apprehensive. Where was
Tilly? He looked down to find her curled up asleep next to him, her
dusty bare feet against his thigh. At least she was still there,
looking beautiful and innocent. Her long peasant dress was pulled
up and tucked between her knees; her uncombed long brown hair was
sweetly entangled with her left arm, which covered her face.

They had been sweethearts four years ago,
back in high school, and he couldn’t help remembering the delicious
and delightfully dissolute things they had learned to do together
in this very truck during their two years of do-it-yourself sex
education. Evidence of their homework still discolored the seats
here and there. Those had been the best days of Elmer’s life,
before Tilly had left for nursing school in San Francisco and he
had departed for the State College of Iowa in Cedar Falls.
EVERYTHING was different now.

 


Tilly and Elmer were beginning the fourth day
of their confinement in his cramped truck on an unwanted road trip
back to South Branch, Iowa, their former hometown. These days they
couldn’t stand each other’s company for four minutes, much less
four days. It hadn’t gone well so far, and they still faced more
dismal days of stony silence alternating with acrimonious
accusations.

Elmer got out of the truck and slammed the
door, awakening the already grumpy girl. He poked around under the
hood for a few minutes and when he came back, she was fuming.

“Give me your panties!” Elmer said in the
most unromantic way possible, although the thought of her panties
brought the hint of a smile to his face.

Tilly gave him a look of loathing. “Are you
kidding?” she hissed.

She turned away from him and said under her
breath, “What an asshole!”

“Damn it, Tilly! I need them to fix the
truck!”

“You need my PANTIES to fix the truck? How
stupid do you think I am, Elmer?”

“I don’t think you’re stupid, but I doubt
you’re an expert on troubleshooting the fuel delivery system in a
1952 Chevy pickup. I would have used those pink panties Prudence
left under the seat if you hadn’t tossed them out the window in
Winnemucca!”


Part I Departure


Chapter 1 Go West Young Lady

Every young bird leaves the nest

Not sure which direction is best.

Tilly’s insistence

Insisted on distance

And she stretched her new wings toward the West.

 


July 14, 1963

“Did we ever hear who won the game last
night?” Elmer asked as he steered the truck out of the “Sleeptite
Motel” parking lot and into northbound traffic out of St.
Louis.

Tilly snuggled up against him and laid her
head on his shoulder. “I think we BOTH won!”

She giggled and gave him a kiss on the neck.
“You’re the best lover I’ve ever had!”

“I’m pretty sure I’m the ONLY lover you’ve
ever had, Tilly!”

“Well, even so, I’m pretty sure no one else
could make me feel as good as you do, Wiggle Bear!”

Elmer gave her thigh a squeeze in
response.

“Why do you care who won the game?” Tilly
asked.

“My folks think Bob and I came to St. Louis
to see the ballgame, remember? I’d better at least know the
score!”

Tilly gave Elmer’s earlobe a little squeeze,
a gesture that had come to mean, “I want to fuck you right now or I
love doing it with you.” This was especially effective when they
were in public and would have to wait.

“Tell your folks the score was debauchery
1000, decency 0. I love being indecent with you!”

“I love how deliciously indecent you are too,
Flash!”

Tilly turned on the radio and tuned to a
local station. After some minutes they learned that the Cardinals
had lost to the Milwaukee Braves 7-5.

“I’m glad we were rolling around in bed
together instead of wasting time at the game!” Elmer asserted as
though it might have been different if the Cardinals had won. He
shifted into third gear, pushing Tilly’s skirt up in the process
since she was sitting as close as possible to Elmer and her legs
straddled the floor mounted gear shift.

It had been six months since they had first
gone all the way, but last night was the first time they had spent
an entire night together. This was accomplished through a
complicated plan with their friends Linda and Bob in which the
girls’ parents believed the girls would be driving down from South
Branch and staying over in St. Louis after visiting an amusement
park together. And quite separately the boys told their parents
they were going to St. Louis to see the Cardinals’ game, which
would be finished too late for them to drive home until the next
morning. Once out of town, the passengers changed places, and each
couple spent a glorious and top-secret night together at the
Sleeptite Motel.

 


Nothing was said for a while and Elmer
thought Tilly might have fallen asleep. They HAD been awake most of
the night after all. He was going to miss this, miss her, miss the
way she looked up at him when they were naked together. He was
going to miss everything about her. He thought back over their
previous two years; how clueless he had been about girls and how
she had sweetly showed him how to seduce her so he thought it was
all his idea. He knew this was happening and loved her for it.
Elmer hadn’t had any concept of falling in love — until their first
kiss.

He gave her shoulder a hug.

“What are we going to do Elmer?” Tilly asked
softly, starting to cry.

“About what?” he asked, knowing full well
what this was about.

“Don’t worry Flash, everything will work
out.” He didn’t sound convincing, even to himself.

 


August 3, 1963

Three weeks later, Tilly and Elmer made
another trip to St. Louis, this time with Tilly’s family, to see
her off on a DC-8 to San Francisco. They left early in the morning
and everyone, including Tilly, was in a somber mood. There was
little conversation on the trip because there wasn’t much to
say.

Tilly’s parents hugged her and wished her
luck in San Francisco as they waited for her plane to board at
Lambert Field. Then, knowing that Tilly and Elmer needed a few
private moments together, they took her little brother to the ice
cream shop.

Mostly Tilly and Elmer hugged. There was a
lot to say but nothing was said. Elmer reached into his pocket and
brought out two small plastic boxes, each containing a necklace
with half a heart that was broken in such a way that they fit
together to make a whole. He had dashed into the gift shop and
found them while Tilly was checking her luggage. He gave one box to
Tilly and put the other one in his pocket.

“Fifty years from now, those will be in a
frame over our mantle,” he said as though he believed it.

“Wouldn’t that be something!” said Tilly.

She kissed Elmer once more, looked at him
with a mixture of hope and sadness, gave his earlobe a tug, and
then went down the stairs to the ground level. Elmer saw her climb
the moveable stairs to the door of the airplane, and then wave in
his direction although he doubted she could see him from that
vantage point.

 


And then she disappeared.

 


Tilly was awash in conflicting and
complicated emotions as she stepped aboard the DC-8 that would, if
everything went well, take her out West. This was her first flight,
and, of equal concern, it was taking her 2000 miles from home to a
place far different from South Branch, Iowa. And far from Elmer
Talbot, the love of her life. She would be leaving the familiar for
a new adventure; an adventure she was not so sure was a good idea
at this moment.

She reminded herself, for the one thousandth
time, why she had decided to attend nursing school in San Francisco
instead of Des Moines. Her cousin Carol had put her up to it. She
and Carol had enjoyed a great time together when her family visited
Aunt Bev, Uncle Elliott, and Carol a couple of years before in
Berkeley. When her cousin had written to propose that Tilly come to
San Francisco and attend nursing school with her at UCSF, it seemed
like a great adventure. Carol’s enthusiasm for the idea was
catching and to Tilly’s surprise, her parents approved, especially
when they learned there were scholarships available. She expected
to eventually settle down with Elmer but there was no hurry. Her
parents were fond of Elmer and thought they would be a good match,
but their romance seemed to be proceeding too fast, and they didn’t
want the two to have to get married before they could attend
college. Her mom and dad pointed out that a sojourn out West before
coming home to Elmer would expand her horizons, and Aunt Bev would
be just across the Bay so she would have family nearby if need
be.

This all seemed great as a plan for the
future, but now, strapped into a small seat in a huge metal object
with a bunch of strangers bound for a strange and unknown place, it
all seemed frighteningly real. Tilly looked out the window at the
busy ground crew. When she saw them put her suitcase on board the
die seemed to be cast. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath,
grasped the arms of her seat, and imagined Elmer was holding her
hand.

Soon she could feel the plane being pushed
back from the gate. After what seemed like a long trip around the
airport the craft stopped at the end of the runway and waited as if
trying to get up the nerve to give flight a try. The powerful jet
engines began to rumble and the plane shuddered as the noise
reached a crescendo. After a pause, the aircraft abruptly lurched
forward. This was it!

To her surprise, Tilly felt a bit of an
erotic thrill as the huge plane accelerated dramatically toward
either seemingly impossible flight or sudden death. She began to
worry that, in spite of the speed of the lumbering jet, it would be
unable to get off the ground, but when she felt the craft angle
upward then leap into the air following a frightening final bump of
the wheels on the runway, she felt exhilarated. Not only was she
still alive, she was about to leave Iowa behind at five hundred
miles an hour! Tilly was sad to leave home, but suddenly she felt
like the world was hers for the taking.

She looked out the window to an unexpected
view of the Midwest. Distances that took hours to traverse by car
seemed like nothing from the air. She sat back and gradually
released her tight grip on the arms of her seat. This was a new
beginning — and suddenly she felt more than ready. Tilly put any
fear of flying aside and stared out the window, except when the
stewardess brought her lunch. She found the meal delicious and,
feeling very independent and grown up, she ordered coffee
afterwards. “California is going to be great!” she told
herself, although not fully persuaded.

Tilly was again looking out the window
intently as the plane began its final approach into San Francisco.
Her delight at the vast urban landscape that was going to be her
new home gave way to a momentary fear that the plane was going to
land in San Francisco Bay. At the last possible moment however, the
seawall and the end of the runway flashed under her and the huge
craft met the runway with only a minor bump. “Hello,
California!” she thought, tearing up a little.

The plane rolled up to the gate under a sign
that informed her she had arrived at San Francisco International
Airport. SAN FRANCISCO! She couldn't remember ever having felt so
excited, especially when she saw her cousin Carol waiting for her.
On the way to Carol's apartment, where Tilly would be living with
Carol and her two roommates, Tilly was reminded of what a large and
beautiful city San Francisco was. It was early in the afternoon and
Tilly thought the city looked like a magical place with
pastel-colored buildings arranged decoratively on the hillsides.
She wondered how anyone got anything done here, since they must
feel as if they're on vacation all the time!

As if to amplify the distance Tilly had
traveled since morning, Carol chose a route that took them up the
Great Highway, along the Pacific Coast, on their way to the
apartment. Tilly had never smoked marijuana, but she was as high on
anticipation of her new life as if she had; a new life away from
cold winters, parents who wanted to tell you every move to make,
even a boyfriend who hoped you'd never change. Carol was pointing
out sights along the way and telling Tilly outrageous tales of
afternoons at nude beaches just down the coast, impromptu music in
Golden Gate Park, and nights at Playland at the Beach. Tilly looked
west, past Carol at the wheel of her Volkswagen Beetle, to the
serene Pacific. She reflected on the fact that Horace Greeley's
advice to young men, "Go West!", should apply to young women
too!

 


On the way, Carol told Tilly about their
roommates. Hub, who happened to be Carol's boyfriend, was a student
at San Francisco City College. Gary was an artist and poet from Los
Angeles who had been in San Francisco for about a year. Both were
smart and idealistic, interested in politics and philosophy. She
went on to describe several other friends that often visited or
stayed overnight at the apartment. Tilly was barely able to contain
her excitement about the future and her confidence that life was
going to be quite an adventure in her new home. In a few weeks she
would be beginning nursing school with Carol, which added another
layer of excitement to her whole experience.

“Wouldn't Elmer be surprised to see me
now?” she wondered. Tilly knew he would be a bit jealous of her
new freedom and her awaiting adventure, but, while she loved Elmer,
he wasn't known for being wildly daring. Well, Elmer would just
have to fend for himself for a few years until she returned to
South Branch. She watched the sunlight sparkling on the tips of the
waves rolling in toward Ocean Beach. “IF she ever returned to
South Branch!” The thought surprised her and scared her a
little.

 


Carol turned off the Great Highway and drove
Tilly through Golden Gate Park on the way to their apartment in
“The Haight”. Tilly was curious about apartment living. South
Branch featured only a few apartments, mostly in large older homes
that had been divided into two or three units or residences
upstairs from shops on the main street. Here most people lived in
apartments and, as they left the park and plunged into the city
itself, people seemed to be everywhere, out walking, laughing, and
enjoying the afternoon’s ambiance.

“Here we are!” Carol announced, pointing to
one of the ubiquitous three story, vaguely Victorian-style,
buildings forming a solid wall along the street. She drove on
past.
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“THAT was our apartment?” Tilly asked,
turning to look back.

“That’s it, home sweet home!” Carol enthused.
“There’s never a parking space close by so we’ll have to try some
other spots I know about.”

She drove two blocks away and tucked her VW
into a spot that was two-thirds a red zone.

“Won’t you get a ticket?” Tilly asked.

“I doubt it,” Carol said. The legal portion
was longer than most cars, leaving a short distance available when
a normal car was parked in the space. Carol simply let her car
extend into the red zone, then covered up a bit of the painted curb
at the leading edge of her car with a cardboard box she kept in the
trunk that somewhat matched the color of the concrete. Meter Maids
approached from the back and only had time for a quick glance at
the front of her car as they passed. Usually they were fooled, and
if not, Carol simply threw the tickets away. The possibility of a
future reckoning didn’t seem to bother her.

The girls grabbed Tilly’s belongings and
walked two blocks to the apartment Carol had pointed out, dodging
small groups of young people in colorful clothing, laughing,
smoking, sometimes stopping to kiss or hug one another. Now and
then, a curious smoky smell would envelop them, and Tilly asked
about it.

“Oh, that’s grass,” Carol said as though it
was commonplace for people to smoke marijuana in public.

“I thought they would send you to jail for
that!” Tilly said with concern.

“Well, you can put on a little patchouli oil,
and then they can’t tell. Besides, they can’t jail everybody! And
anyway, we never smoke pot…”

Tilly was relieved to hear this – until Carol
finished the sentence, “…out in public!”

It was clear to Tilly that she had a lot to
learn about her new home.

Carol directed Tilly to a short set of steps
and a doorway located between a shop selling drug paraphernalia and
a liquor store.

“This is a very convenient location!” Carol
teased.

The doorway opened to a landing and then to a
stairway leading up to apartments on the two upper floors. At the
top of the stairs a door on the right labeled 2A led to Tilly’s new
digs. Carol unlocked the door and ushered Tilly into a large space
that functioned as a dining area and a living room. At the end of
the room was a bay window overlooking the street. Opposite the door
was a beat-up dining table that could accommodate six diners,
surrounded by a half dozen unmatched chairs. A bar to the left of
the dining area revealed an open kitchen beyond and next to the
kitchen, a hallway led to the bathroom and two bedrooms.

“Welcome to your new digs!” Carol announced,
kicking off her shoes.

Tilly did the same and took a quick inventory
of the apartment. The first thing she noticed was that, apart from
the secondhand dining table, no actual furniture was evident. The
“living room” was furnished with four mattresses, stacked in pairs
to make seating surfaces, covered with blankets and topped with a
variety of pillows in paisley or tie-dyed fabrics. The walls were
covered in decades-old wallpaper, peeling in places, and this was
enlivened with psychedelic posters of musicians, Che Guevara, and
leaf forms.

“I’ll give you the grand tour,” Carol said.
“It won’t take long!”

Just behind the kitchen was the bathroom. It
featured a clawfoot tub, surrounded with a shower curtain on a
suspended rod around the perimeter, a chipped pedestal sink, and a
toilet whose tank was not attached but hung high on the wall and
connected to the bowl with a chrome pipe. A cabinet held toiletries
for the roommates. There was no lock on the bathroom door, but
Carol gave Tilly the code – an open door meant available, a closed
door meant keep out, and a door left ajar meant “come in at your
own risk, I’m not doing anything that I don’t want you to see,
although you might not want to see it!” She let Tilly know that
this usually meant someone was in the shower but who might throw
open the curtain and emerge at any time.

The next room was a small bedroom, currently
occupied by Gary. He had agreed to sleep in the living room once
Tilly arrived so this would be her room although Gary would still
keep his desk there and his clothes on the floor of his half of the
closet. Her bed would be a mattress on the floor.

At the end of the hall was the last bedroom,
modestly larger and shared by Carol and Hub. The furnishings
consisted of a well-used desk whose surface was hidden by a stack
of papers, books, and a set of bongo drums; an overstuffed chair;
and a mattress on the floor with a hairy bare leg extending from
under the covers. Carol explained that Hub’s sleeping habits were
somewhat random and that he’d probably be awake for dinner.
Returning to the first bedroom, Carol made Tilly’s bed with clean
sheets, and helped her find places for her things.

Next came a more detailed exploration of the
kitchen. It was getting close to dinnertime and Tilly was
especially hungry because she had begun the day in the central time
zone.

“Everybody generally gets their own groceries
and cooks whatever they want whenever they want it. You can use
this shelf in the refrigerator. Now and then we cook together,
usually on Sunday nights. We go shopping together, split the cost,
and somebody makes their specialty, such as it is. But don’t worry
Tilly, I’m going to make you a special dinner tonight in honor of
your arrival – calamari cooked in white wine!

Tilly had never heard of calamari, but it
sounded Italian, so she was picturing a variety of pasta. “What’s
calamari?” she asked.

“Haven’t you had it? You’ll love it!” Carol
told her. “It’s squid.”

Carol took a package of something that looked
like slimy tubes of rolled, open-ended condoms, mixed with giant
slippery white spiders, out of the refrigerator.

Tilly closed her eyes tight and experienced a
little shiver. She had a lot to learn all right!

“Wait ‘til I tell Elmer what I ate for
supper on my first night in San Francisco!” she thought.

Carol began the cooking and once the wine was
added, divided the rest of the bottle between two glasses, gave one
to Tilly, and offered a toast:

“I’m so happy you’re here, Corny! We’re going
to have so much fun together. I can’t wait to show you everything!
You’re going to LOVE San Francisco.” The cousins hugged, taking
care not to spill the wine.

“It’s been fun and educational, already!”
Tilly said, hoping that would still hold true after dinner.

As it turned out, Tilly found the calamari
curiously chewy but liked it well enough to finish at least a small
portion. Hub showed up in his underwear as they were eating and,
after introductions were made and Carol admonished him to get
dressed if he wanted to join them, Hub reappeared in a loose white
shirt, bell bottom pants, and sandals. He then finished off the
remaining supply of calamari, freeing Tilly from having to
demur.

After supper, which Tilly was going to have
to learn to call “dinner”, Hub, Carol, and Tilly gathered in the
living room to get acquainted. A gallon jug of “Red Mountain” wine
appeared, and Tilly gave a summary of her life in Iowa, which
represented an obscure and unimaginable part of the universe to the
others.

Tilly’s initial impression of Hub was that he
was rather quiet and thoughtful, and fully in tune with the peace
and freedom-loving lifestyle she associated with hippies, although
he seemed more serious than expected. He was tall and thin, with
curly black hair, flowing down around his face into a beard that he
continually stroked when he was concentrating on something. He was
in his second year at City College of San Francisco, studying
philosophy.

During the conversation, Gary arrived with
his latest girlfriend, a young American woman with long hair,
bedecked with beads, and dressed in a sari. Everyone was introduced
including “Nama,” Gary’s partner.

“Namaste,” she said, bowing slightly. The
couple moved slowly and gracefully to a place on the mattress sofa,
bringing with them an aura of marijuana, an aroma Tilly was
becoming familiar with. The couple didn’t fully participate in the
conversation, preferring to display their affection for each other
in spite of the company, and before long they disappeared into the
bedroom that was to be Tilly’s.

“I guess you’re sleeping out here tonight
after all, Cuz,” Carol said. “Sorry. We’ll work it out in the
morning!”

Tilly was tired after an early morning and a
long day, and without getting undressed, fell asleep on the living
room mattress in spite of the sounds of late-night revelers
drifting up from the street below.

Tilly was not used to Pacific time and awoke
three hours ahead of the others. At least she had the bathroom to
herself. Carol had given her a key to the apartment so she ventured
out in search of breakfast, feeling very grown up and adventurous!
Almost no one was on the street. It was Sunday and Tilly found the
corner grocery closed until later in the morning, so she returned
to the apartment, borrowed a bowl of cereal from Carol’s shelf, and
sat down to write a letter to Elmer.

 


 


August 4, 1963

Hi Wiggle Bear,

 


As you can see, I made it to sunny California!
Flying is so groovy (see, I’m picking up the California lingo
already!)

 


 


She got this far in her letter before Carol
came in, clad in panties and one of Hub’s T-shirts.

“You’re up early!” Carol said. “I see you
were able to scare up some breakfast.”

“I stole it from you – I’ll get you a new box
when we get to the store.”

“Don’t worry about it!” Carol said. “Don’t
worry about anything. We use each other’s stuff all the time and
everybody contributes. It works out in the end! Let’s go for a walk
this morning and I’ll show you around a little.”

After breakfast, the girls embarked on a
walking tour of the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood. The street level
throughout was given over to small shops of all kinds, grocery
stores, liquor stores, booksellers, laundries, restaurants, so
called “head shops’, clothing stores, bars, bike rental
establishments, drug stores and more. Tilly noted that every block
had more businesses than the whole town of South Branch. Anything
you could want was available right outside your door; no driving
twenty-five miles to Mount Pleasant to get a copy of
“Walden”!

Four blocks east of the apartment, to Tilly’s
astonishment, a grassy hill as tall as a skyscraper rose from the
mostly flat neighborhood. This was Buena Vista Park, a rocky
outcropping covered in trees and grass with hiking trails and
spectacular 360-degree views of the entire Bay Area. Tilly wondered
if this would be the tallest mountain in the state if relocated to
Iowa. They climbed to a lookout point to survey the scenery. Toward
the north was the Golden Gate Bridge, glowing bright orange in the
morning sun. To the East was downtown San Francisco and the East
Bay.

“That’s my mom’s house right there!” Carol
laughed, pointing east. “See it?”

Carol’s mother, Tilly’s Aunt Bev, lived in
Berkeley, now lost in a hazy gray until the morning fog lifted. To
the south was the “Peninsula” and the San Francisco Airport, and
looking west, pastel-colored houses, Golden Gate Park, and the
Pacific Ocean. From this elevated perspective, Tilly was
overwhelmed by the magnitude and beauty of San Francisco. Close up
there were a few inconveniences in the city, but from here
everything looked like paradise.

Tilly gave Carol a spontaneous hug. “Oh my
god, Carol, I’ve never seen anything so beautiful! How do you stand
it? I might start crying with joy any minute!”

Carol gave her a smile. “Thanks for reminding
me! We get involved in trying to find a place to park and forget to
look at this place sometimes! It can get routine after a
while.”

“It’s not going to get routine for me after
coming here from Iowa! I’ll remind you every day, Cuz! Oh, and one
other thing, I’m going to need a new nickname — ‘Corny’ doesn’t
apply anymore!” Tilly said, breaking into a silly dance.

“I’m going to give you a few days to get
fully infused with San Francisco, and then we’ll think up a new
nickname!” Carol said giggling.

The two spent the rest of the day exploring
the sights of the neighborhood — from the houses where famous
musicians lived and the best place to get a cheap meal to the
regular hangouts of marijuana sellers. Carol introduced Tilly to
the “Panhandle”, an eight-block-long strip of parkland between Fell
and Oak Streets. When they got to Golden Gate Park, they walked a
short way into its eastern edge. Carol promised to take Tilly for a
day’s outing to explore the park the next day, but she let Tilly
know that it would take more than a day to cover everything it had
to offer.

They got back to the apartment at dinner time
and, this being Sunday, Hub was doing the cooking.

“He’s better in the bedroom than he is in the
kitchen,” Carol whispered to Tilly as they sat on the mattress sofa
recounting the day’s exploration. This reminded Tilly of Elmer and
she was surprised that she hadn’t thought of him all day. She
resolved to finish her letter to him after supper. “Dinner!”
she silently reminded herself.

Hub’s offering of overcooked spaghetti topped
with canned tomato sauce wasn’t the best she had ever tasted, and
when she and Carol had to clean up, they found Hub had used every
pan in the kitchen and spilled half the ingredients on the counter
or floor in the process.

“Hub better be REALLY good in the bedroom!”
she giggled to Carol.

 


As it turned out, she couldn’t finish her
letter to Elmer because after dinner the four of them, and Nama,
were going to a concert at a local bar where Hub would be playing
bongos with an aspiring rock and roll band. This lasted until late
and Tilly was tired and a bit sloshed from drinking wine by the
time they got back to the apartment. Elmer’s letter was forgotten
for the moment.

 


Elmer and Tilly mostly communicated through
letters. Long distance phone calls were expensive, and neither was
in a location where conversations could be kept private. Tilly was
up early again on Monday and finished her letter to Elmer. In it
she described the delights of flying, her drive with Carol along
the coast, Buena Vista Park, Golden Gate Park, and her welcome
dinner of “calamari”, which she suggested he look up in the
dictionary. She assured Elmer she loved him and signed with
XXOO.

 


Letters usually took three or four days to
get back and forth but, just two days later, a letter arrived from
Elmer:

 


 


August 3, 1963

Hi Flash,

 


Was it fun on the plane? I hope you’ve made it OK
and your apartment is nice. Is Carol showing you all around? It
must be beautiful there. Nothing much has happened here, but you
just left 3 hours ago so I guess not much could happen. I miss you
already. Your little brother is already talking about taking over
your room! Ha!

 


Have fun but not TOO much! How are your roommates?
Tell Carol Hi for me.

 


Love,

Wiggle Bear

 


 


Tilly was delighted to get a letter from
Elmer even though there wasn’t any real news in it, and she
chuckled at the fact that she had answered some of his questions
before she had gotten the letter containing them. Nevertheless, it
was sweet that he wrote it as soon as he got home from seeing her
off at the airport. She especially missed him at night, and it
didn’t help that she could hear Carol and Hub pleasing each in the
adjacent bedroom.

 


The next few weeks, before the beginning of
the semester, were thrilling and eye-opening for Tilly. Carol took
her to the places young people in San Francisco hung out and
introduced her to the latest incarnation of the Bohemian lifestyle
that had been alive in San Francisco since the Gold Rush.

Carol also introduced Tilly to their upstairs
neighbors, a white couple and a black couple, who were sharing the
apartment. They were friendly and fun; it was only after Carol,
Tilly, Hub, and Gary invited them over for dinner one evening that
Tilly realized what everyone else knew and took for granted — that
the two men were lovers, as were the two women. Tilly had never met
anyone who was an acknowledged homosexual before, and she found
their relationships surprising yet fascinating. Tilly chalked this
up as another thing she had to learn here; don’t apply stereotypes
to people’s relationships!

 


On Sunday, Tilly sat down to write Elmer
about a selection of her latest adventures. Her letter included
surprising details about their apartment and the Haight-Ashbury
neighborhood and its denizens. She left out some details that she
thought might upset him but threw in just enough to tease him a
little about her male roommates and the sleeping arrangements, and
signed with love, and hugs and kisses.

 


Tilly was, by now, well into her crash course
on the San Francisco lifestyle! She was beginning to get used to
the idea of seeing people her age, men and women, on the street or
in the park dressed in loose, colorful clothing, smoking marijuana,
and dancing in public. She definitely had never encountered any of
these behaviors in South Branch! Tilly tried to keep an open mind
about activities that were common here but would get someone
arrested in South Branch. Still, seeing people smoking pot in
public, or the idea of going naked on the beach would take some
getting used to.

Elmer’s next letter arrived on the following
Saturday:

 


 


August 12

How was your visit to Golden Gate Park? Is it a big
park? Is it next to the Golden Gate Bridge or what?

It’s so boring here without you! We’ve started
working on a new garage for one of your old neighbors. Nothing is
less interesting than building a garage. Whatever I end up doing
for a career, it won’t be building garages!

Eddie and I went to see the movie The Birds – it was
scary! These birds start attacking everybody for no reason! Have
you been to Bodega? Don’t go there! I don’t think it’s that far
from San Francisco, near the coast. And if you go outside and see
lots of birds, go back inside!

 


Love,

Wiggle Bear

 


PS: Calamari is SQUID? Barf!

 


 


Tilly was a little disappointed in the lack
of content in Elmer’s letter, but she realized that nothing much
happened in South Branch so there wouldn’t be too much to talk
about. Still, Elmer could have filled the extra space with romantic
pronouncements or sexy innuendos, but maybe she just needed to
encourage him a little. And she liked showing off how “California”
she was becoming, even though it would take her a while to develop
a serious taste for squid!

 


The chilly summer of San Francisco began to
give way to a perfect fall: warm, sunny and delightful. Since Carol
had first mentioned the idea, Tilly had been a little nervous about
the prospect of going to a nude beach, an outing that she knew her
new friends would invite her to on the first warm day. And with the
weather warming up, there had been talk about going soon. Along
with her nervousness, Tilly felt a little thrill. What could be
more symbolic of leaving South Branch than going naked in public on
the beach! If everyone else was naked, wouldn’t you feel out of
place if you had clothes on? And, of course, even though she loved
Elmer, it couldn’t hurt to study how he measured up to dozens of
other beautiful naked men could it?

On the other hand, even though Tilly had not
been overly modest by Iowa standards, the idea of being naked in
broad daylight with dozens of strangers seemed not only potentially
embarrassing but somewhat creepy as well. Wouldn't people be having
sex everywhere she looked? And what if all the other girls looked
better than she did? And wouldn't they get arrested? Tilly could
just imagine the local reaction if it were reported in the South
Branch Sentinel that she had been arrested for indecent
exposure out in California! She casually brought this up with Carol
who assured her they wouldn't get arrested since they always went
to Devil’s Slide, a private beach, and that after a few minutes she
would forget all about being naked and just enjoy the freedom of
being outside with nothing on. She suggested to Tilly that she
bring an old swimsuit; if she didn't feel comfortable getting naked
at first, she could stay dressed or put the suit on.

“Tilly, this is California in 1963. You're
free to do whatever you want to. If you want to put on a bathing
suit you won't be the only one. But I'll bet you'll love the
freedom of going naked outdoors,” Carol told her. “Besides, it will
give us a head start in anatomy class when school starts!”

The nude beach outing did seem interesting,
and she was definitely “tripping out” on the freedom that
California seemed to offer. The custom around the apartment was
that, at a minimum, everyone wore underwear when they were in the
common areas of the dwelling and, after a momentary catch of her
breath the first time she saw Gary in his white cotton briefs,
these occurrences became completely unremarkable. Nevertheless,
Tilly had not yet begun to feel comfortable letting the boys
silently critique her figure in nothing but her bra and panties, so
she always threw a long T-shirt on over her underthings when on her
way to the bathroom.

That bit of decorum would not apply at a nude
beach, however. She decided to distract herself from worrying about
this by writing to Elmer about Golden Gate Park and the prevalence
of pot, throwing in a note about their plan to explore Devil’s
Slide Beach. Tilly decided against including the detail that their
destination was a nude beach, and that their two male roommates
would be going too. He was probably still getting used to the idea
that his girlfriend was sharing an apartment with two men!

 


Sure enough, on Thursday the weather was
beautiful and warm, and the foursome decided to head down to
Devil’s Slide Beach. Tilly was cautiously agreeable, although she
couldn’t help but wonder if the name “Devil’s Slide” came from the
potential slide of the naked beachgoers into the arms of the
devil!

Despite her uncertainty, Tilly was bubbling
with excitement when they parked the car and started down the dirt
path toward the ocean. The beach was large and stunningly
beautiful. To Tilly's surprise, even on a Thursday afternoon there
were dozens of people there, most of whom were completely au
naturel. The bathers consisted primarily of young people, but there
was also a variety of families, mothers with kids, and older
couples. Two or three fully dressed middle-aged men sat on the
bluff above, forlornly observing the festivities.

Everyone on the beach seemed to be having a
great time and Tilly began to relax and contemplate how natural she
was willing to get. In the years since she was a small child, Tilly
had seen exactly one man naked; her high school boyfriend, Elmer.
And, in all those years, he was the only man who had seen her
naked. Elmer seemed to like her body well enough, but for some
reason the opinion of strangers seemed important to her at that
moment, and she worried they would not give her perfect a 10 as
Elmer seemed to.

Carol, Hub, and Gary spread out their towels
and undressed without hesitation, as though it was the most natural
thing in the world. Tilly stood awkwardly holding her towel and
noted that Gary and Hub seemed to have no interest in watching her
undress. To her chagrin, she found this disinterest in her
potential nudity a little insulting. She also wondered why neither
of the men had an erection since they were already in the company
of dozens of undressed members of the opposite sex. Thinking back,
she couldn’t remember ever seeing Elmer naked when he DIDN’T have
an erection. Tilly surreptitiously checked out the two men. Their
sexual equipment seemed perfectly acceptable, not that she
anticipated making any use of it, but there was no way she could
compare them to Elmer since she had never seen him flaccid, as they
were.

Tilly looked at Carol, who motioned for her
to lay her towel next to her. Tilly did so, then stood next to the
towel awkwardly. She had avoided comparing her figure to Carol’s up
until now, but her cousin’s figure didn’t seem particularly
superior to her own. For that matter, her fellow beachgoers were
for the most part completely average. Some were better-looking than
others of course, but no one, apart from perhaps the lonely older
men on the bluff, was focused on this characteristic. Everyone was
just enjoying the beach, with or without swimming suits.

With this unexpected observation, coupled
with the tranquil mood of the scene, Tilly's caution evaporated and
she undressed, capping off her new declaration of freedom by
throwing her panties into the air, intending to catch them on the
descent, but having to chase them for ten yards when the wind
caught them. She ran after them, her breasts swinging haphazardly,
a feeling she had never experienced before. She had never felt so
uninhibited and, when she retrieved the unruly undies, she held
them up like a victory flag. When she returned, her friends
applauded her successful effort.
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Tilly lay back on the towel. She felt the
warmth of the sand on her back, and the sun on her bare breasts.
She closed her eyes and imagined all the nearby men secretly
admiring her exposed charms. Tilly found this wonderfully erotic, a
source of sexual arousal that she had never thought about. She
could just imagine the reaction of the people back home, including
her parents, if they could see her now. She wasn’t too sure about
Elmer.

"I’m not sure he would be up for
this!" she thought.

 


On Monday, she got a somewhat “newsier”
letter from Elmer:

 


 


August 21

You’ve only been in San Francisco three weeks even
though it feels like three years! Don’t tell me you’re going to
come home as a Beatnik! That will sure make a splash in South
Branch Ha Ha! I’m not even sure what a Beatnik is but I hope you
don’t turn into one!

Everything is still very boring here, but not for
everybody I guess – it turns out Margery from our South Branch High
biology class is preggers. I wonder what got into her! Ha Ha! It’s
the big summer scandal right now! I guess she and Todd were
studying late last spring and learned more biology than they
bargained for. They should have done more book learning and less
hands-on practicing, I guess. They’re getting married on Labor Day,
but I suppose her personal labor-day will be around Christmas! I
wonder if the kid will come out gift wrapped!

I really miss you! There are three weeks until I
head to college – and I’m sort of looking forward to it. I don’t
know if I’m excited about going to college, but I can’t wait to get
out of South Branch.

 


I love you!

 


 


Tilly loved Elmer too! She had been too busy
learning her way around and getting acquainted with her new friends
to think much about the absence of Elmer and the dearth of sex she
had been experiencing over the last three weeks. But the trip to
Devil’s slide and the letter from Elmer reminded her she would have
to take care of herself in this regard for the next few months,
until she went home to enjoy Elmer’s company at Christmas.
Suddenly, Christmas seemed far off, and she experienced an urgent
need to please herself at the next opportunity. Tilly had rarely
needed to take care of this on her own while she and Elmer were
intimate nearly every day, but she began looking forward to
enjoying the pleasure of masturbating without having to amuse Elmer
as well.

After dinner, the foursome gathered in the
living room as usual, to talk, drink wine, and, with the exception
of Tilly, smoke pot. It was common for Hub and Carol to head for
the bedroom early, even if they had dashed in for a quickie during
the day, and once they finished in the bathroom, Tilly excused
herself to “read” in bed. By the time she had finished her bathroom
tasks, Carol and Hub already had a good start on their evening’s
pleasure and they never seemed to have sex with each other quietly,
so their yelps, moans, and grunts of pleasure encouraged Tilly to
please herself as vigorously as she wished.

Tilly possessed a menagerie of fantasies,
nearly all of which featured Elmer in a starring role, and which
involved replaying things they had done together. She quickly
thumbed through the catalog and chose one of her favorites, the
first time Elmer had made her come. Tilly removed her clothes
sensuously as though she was teasing Elmer, then chose as her
nightwear a long T-shirt and a pair of light blue cotton panties.
This would allow her to remove them slowly as Elmer had done on the
night last year in his truck after they had gone skinny-dipping
that afternoon.

Tilly turned off the light, allowing the
moonlight that made it down the small airshaft between the
buildings to provide the dim illumination, and slipped into bed. On
that summer evening, after they had seen each other naked for the
first time at the swimming hole, she had pulled Elmer’s pants down
to mid-thigh in the truck and slowly stroked his penis,
contemplating how strange and curious penises were. She began
softly touching her belly and thighs as she remembered his rigid
cock and the droplet of wetness that she could feel oozing from the
tip. She had been sure she was about to find out what a boy’s
ejaculation was like, but as she gently stroked him, causing him to
shiver and begin panting like he had just run a mile, he suddenly
stopped her with the strange explanation that he liked it too
much.

After a time, he had turned his attention to
her, and after a few preliminary explorations, pushed her shorts
and panties down to her ankles and began roughly thrusting his
fingers in and out of her vagina. This was unpleasant and she
wondered where he had gotten the idea that this was what girls
liked. But once she placed her hand over his and showed him how to
move his fingers very slowly up and down between her labia,
essentially demonstrating how to masturbate her, he got the idea
and brought her to a quiet but spectacular climax, her first time
with a boy.

As she chuckled to herself that Elmer didn’t
even know what had happened at the time, she eased her T-shirt up
around her neck, softly rubbing her nipples and enjoying the cool
feeling of wetness beginning to saturate her panties. She now
placed her free hand over her pubic mound and let the tip of her
middle finger softly massage her clitoris through the silky
garment. It had been too long, and she was reminded of how
beautiful it was to feel this aroused and to take care of
yourself.

Tilly was briefly startled by a squeal of
pleasure from Carol in the next room just as she slipped her hand
down inside her panties. Her hand became Elmer’s hand as she slid
her fingers along and across her slippery clit, making a marvelous
mess of her panties. After a time, the panties became too
restrictive and she threw off the sheet covering her and slipped
them down around one ankle, then flipped them across the room with
her foot. This allowed her to move her legs involuntarily as she
approached her first orgasm in several weeks. She wrapped her legs
around Elmer, in the form of her pillow who was now on top of her
face and chest and as she imagined his climax, she joined him in a
shivery and possibly vocal finale.

As Tilly recovered, she became aware of Carol
and Hub giggling in the next room and wasn’t sure whether it was
due to their own pleasure or if she had been squealing or calling
out Elmer’s name as she came.

“Oh well, it’s not like they haven’t kept me
awake now and then.”

Tilly curled up with her pillow and gripped
the tangled blankets between her legs as she floated off into a
dream about showing Elmer off at a nude beach someday.

Tilly wrote back to Elmer the next morning,
expressing surprise about their friend’s pregnancy and noting that
she and Elmer had been lucky to avoid that outcome after forgetting
to use protection a few times themselves. She included a teasing
line about her own recent shocking behavior, which she didn’t
describe in detail, and expounded on how excited she and Carol were
to be starting classes the next week.

 


Two weeks after the nude beach outing,
classes started for Tilly and Carol. The night before, Hub
entertained them with a bongo solo, and Gary read a toast he had
written in their honor, as they sipped a few celebratory glasses of
wine:

 


“As you two callipygian pigeons fly off to
constellate outside the warm and comforting walls of apartment 2A,
may you take with you enough nuggets of nugacity to counteract the
flapdoodle of this crazy world of rules and fools!

Tilly, our beautiful new friend – stay calm amidst
the cacophony!

Carol, our beautiful old friend – hang on to your
love of life through the uproar!

May you fly back home every night to an aerie where
you can throw off the shackles and remind yourselves to be
yourselves. Bring your newfound treasures home with you – we could
all use more magic!”

 


Tilly didn’t have a dictionary at hand, so
she didn’t know the meaning of every word, but she got the idea and
was touched by the thought behind it and the obvious affection her
new friends had for her.

 


As her classes got under way, Tilly once
again experienced the thrill of taking a big step toward becoming a
grownup – and as usual, it was accompanied by a hint of
nervousness. She and Carol’s fellow students represented a wide
variety of nationalities, races, and cultures. Discussions outside
of class with their new peers were interesting to Carol, who had
grown up in San Francisco, but were a revelation to Tilly. South
Branch was not at all diverse and she was fascinated with the new
information, ideas, and customs she was hearing about from her new
friends.

Tilly was amazed, and more than a little
hesitant, about some of the ideas that these new friends espoused,
but they all seemed smart and worldly, and she took everything in,
testing her Iowa ideas against these new outlooks. Their outing to
a nude beach had turned out to be fun, and her friends were right.
She did feel free and, although she wouldn’t be reporting the event
in any detail to her mother, or her boyfriend, it seemed harmless
enough.

Carol and Tilly spent a significant amount of
time studying, especially at first as they were getting to know the
system, but there was plenty of time for fun too. None of the
roommates had an oversupply of money, so they didn’t eat in
restaurants often, but they sometimes indulged in a meal at the “US
Restaurant” (about as ITALIAN as a restaurant could be), where you
could live it up for under a dollar or have a burger further down
Columbus Avenue at Clown Alley. South Branch had nothing like
either of these and Tilly felt herself falling in love with nearly
everything about her new town.

 


Before long, another letter came from
Elmer:

 


 


September 3

Have fun in your classes! It will be nice to have
Carol with you so you can figure it out together.

My folks are taking me up to State College on
September 14. Classes start the next week, but I don’t know when. I
guess I should figure it out soon huh?

 


So – as soon as you’re out of my sight, you start
studying the “anatomy” of muscle men at the beach? And I haven’t so
much as looked at another girl since you left! Of course, once you
left South Branch, there was no one left in town worth looking at
so …

 


That just makes me miss you even more! Seriously, I
don’t think you’ll become a drug addict, but I hear a little
experimenting can lead to hard drugs without you being aware of it
– don’t do that!

 


 


Tilly was excited to tell Elmer about her
classes and wrote back the next day to tell him how much she loved
her classes and all the new ideas she was hearing from the wide
diversity of people she had met.

 


On the weekends, the four roommates enjoyed
hitting the road in Carol’s VW Beetle, and while the weather was
still warm, they planned to explore every beach within fifty miles
of San Francisco. Even though it was the custom to wear swimming
attire on most beaches, Tilly was amazed that many beaches were so
large that if the roommates walked a quarter mile beyond the more
crowded sections, the few people in evidence were usually nude. On
one of these trips, they explored Point Reyes, a vast, windswept
area north of San Francisco dotted with dairy farms and spectacular
beaches. Abbotts Lagoon and Kehoe Beach became their favorites and
if they walked north a short distance, they found themselves the
only occupants of miles of spectacular beach front. Everyone loved
the feeling of being alone in these places, and no one, including
Tilly, saw any reason to keep their clothes on. Her roommates
didn’t find the experience unusual, but Tilly was abuzz with her
new freedom and compared it favorably with her outdoor experiences
in Iowa.

 


Finally, in mid-September, Elmer arrived at
State College and wrote to Tilly about it:

 


 


September 14, 1963

 


Hi Flash,

 


I’m glad you’re having fun in San Francisco, but not
too much fun, I hope! I just arrived today – mom, dad, and Alex
drove me down, well, Alex wasn’t driving of course. Ha Ha. I miss
you too! It’s been 41 days since you left, and I think about you
every day. And every night, ha, ha!

I guess I’m looking forward to classes starting next
Tuesday but I’m a little nervous about how hard it’s going to be.
Especially if I’m thinking about you all the time. Anyway, I can’t
wait to see you at Christmas time!

My roommate seems nice but I’d rather you were my
roommate!

 


Love,

Wiggle Bear

 


 


By now, Tilly was an old hand at college
life, and she was excited for Elmer to experience the same widening
of perspective that she had encountered. She knew he was smart
enough to succeed, but she wouldn’t have described him as
“scholarly” and hoped he’d become as engaged in broadening his
knowledge and exploring new ideas as she was. She wrote to him on
the 22nd, inquiring about his classes and the new people
he was meeting at State College.

 


Elmer had written to her the same day she
wrote to him, and his letter arrived four days later:

 


 


September 22. 1963

I’ve had 4 days of classes and I’m already 3 days
behind. OK, maybe it isn’t that bad.

I’m getting to know my roommate a little, but he’s a
brainy type and spends most of his time studying – I suppose I
should do the same. On the other hand, I like sitting around with
the other guys in the dorm shooting the breeze. We get together in
somebody’s room and talk about our old girlfriends mostly. Some of
these guys were a lot crazier than we were if they’re telling the
truth, which is questionable. I don’t brag on you too much, I just
smile and get a hard-on. I hope none of YOUR roommates are reading
this! Ha Ha!

 


I Love you,

Wiggle Bear

 


 


Tilly didn’t find this too encouraging and
was slightly annoyed that Elmer was spending his time bragging
about her, instead of taking advantage of the new opportunities
before him. She was a little flattered and a little embarrassed
about the topic of Elmer’s discussions with his buddies, but she
began to fear that the State College of Iowa wasn’t as lively and
forward looking as the University of San Francisco!

Both Tilly and Elmer were busy by now and it
was almost two weeks before Tilly heard from Elmer again:

 


 


October 2, 1963

OK, I survived the first month of college. I’m
getting into the swing of college life, hanging out, bull sessions,
parties and, oh yeah, studying. I’ve been thinking back to 2 years
ago when we had our first date. I still can’t believe I got up the
nerve to call you but I’m sure glad I did! Especially when you
grabbed my dick halfway through the movie, whatever it was. I knew
right then that you were the girl for me!

 


 


Tilly continued to parse Elmer’s letters
carefully for hints at how serious he was going to be about
college. For the first time, she began to feel a hint of concern
about the future of their relationship. She loved him of course,
and love conquers all, but it dawned on her that by the end of four
years of quite different experiences they might no longer have that
much in common.

Tilly wrote to him to encourage him to keep
up with his classes and suggested that it would be hard to catch up
if he fell behind. She also teasingly reminded him that their first
date was to see the movie “Blue Hawaii” and to deny, once again,
that she had deliberately fondled his genitals during the movie but
noted that he didn’t object when she did it a few months later.
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