

	

		

			PRAISE for Times They Were A-Changing


			 


			“We lived in the Haight-Ashbury and on Bourbon Street and the high plains of Oklahoma. We wore hip-huggers, tie-dyes, military uniforms, and fringed ponchos embroidered with peace signs. We danced and marched and organized and loved and broke all the rules. We were changing, and we changed the world. I love this book because it is written by women who were on the scene—and such a scene it was! If you were there, it will remind you of those remarkable years. If you weren’t, you’ll be amazed and delighted and proud of the brave women who have written these stories and poems. Thank you, lovely women, for telling us about it!”


			—Susan Wittig Albert
author of A Wilder Rose 
and founder of Story Circle Network


			 


			“This intriguing anthology delves into the personal lives of women who challenged social norms during a time when self-empowerment and freedom of expression became the vehicle for unprecedented social change.” 


			—Joanne S. Bodin, Ph.D.
author of International Book Awards and New Mexico Book Awards winner 
Walking Fish: A Novel and New Mexico Book Awards finalist Piggybacked: Poetry


			 


			“Whether you managed to grab hold of the ’60s and ’70s the first time around or not, be sure to grab a copy of Times They Were A-Changing. The stories will make you laugh out loud and sob until your tears run dry. They recall the trails blazed during those momentous decades by the women who walked them. They will have you remembering women’s rights, gay rights, Woodstock, Berkeley, activist politics, changing work environments, no-fault divorce, illegal abortion, sexual revolution, drugs, the Vietnam War, and so much more.”


			—Matilda Butler 
award-winning co-author of the collective memoir Rosie’s Daughters: The “First Woman To” Generation Tells Its Story and Writing Alchemy: How to Write Fast and Deep, and co-founder of WomensMemoirs.com


			 


			“Times They Were A-Changing is the book long missing from the packed second-wave feminism shelf. Finally, the women you never heard from are speaking in their own powerful voices about how each in her own way and in places you might never imagine pushed America toward greater equality and justice. If you are a woman over a certain age, you will find yourself in this book’s stories. If you are a woman of any other age, you will find your own story informed and enriched by these beautifully written, honest, and evocative essays.”


			—Gloria Feldt, 
co-founder and president of Take the Lead, author of No Excuses: 9 Ways Women Can Change How We Think About Power, and former president of Planned Parenthood Federation of America


			 


			“This marvelous anthology shows the vital role outrider women played in changing our world—often overlooked, they were the heart of the ’60s revolution.”


			—Brenda Knight
author of Women of the Beat Generation: 
The Writers, Artists and Muses at the Heart 
of a Revolution


			 


			“These stories highlight the prices that some women paid in a domestic war that was never declared or overtly acknowledged. Forty-eight authentic voices join in a rousing chorus to convey the passionate essence of an era from a focused female perspective. If you were part of the crusade, they will take you back. If you were distracted by diapers and dishes back then, or born earlier, later, or male, these stories give a powerful view of eruptions of anger, angst, and insights of the time.”


			—Sharon Lippincott
author of the Heart and Craft of Writing book and blog


			 


			“Times They Were A-Changing challenges us to see past the clichés of the ’60s and ’70s to see the unique experiences of young people who were rebelling against their parents’ teachings to reinvent not just themselves but the whole world. The pieces in this anthology open a window into a fascinating, important time, seen through the eyes of those who lived it. This collection lets us look back and see the era with wisdom, humor, power, and grace.”


			—Jerry Waxler
author of The Memoir Revolution and founder of the blog Memory Writers Network.
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			To the women who were there, and remember.


			To the women who were not, and wish they were.


		


	




	

		

			Foreword


			During the ’60s and ’70s, in every part of our country, women were waking up to their power, intelligence, right to succeed in life, and opportunities to contribute their gifts without inhibition. The road ahead was not a smooth one. It was fraught with conflict between offspring and their parents, between students and teachers, and between those questioning the status quo and traditionally civic-minded people. Many women felt conflict between who they were raised and trained to believe they would be and who they wanted to become. 


			As a college student at the University of Wisconsin, Madison from 1966 to 1970, I was involved in anti-war demonstrations that got students beaten and arrested—that called into question the attitudes of the police and state (and are now commemorated with bronze plaques around the campus). As a mother of two children born in 1973 and 1975, I was part of the Lamaze movement and the idea that women could be seen in public, of all things, nursing their babies (how uncomfortable people were when we began doing this, even with our baggy sweaters for privacy). In the tide of energy that followed the events of the anti-war movement in the ’60s, women turned toward liberating themselves from second-class citizenship, and by then institutions were listening. Universities that were formerly all-male with separate women’s colleges united their campuses into one institution; girls who had been led to believe a college education was only for their brothers insisted on attending schools, and they studied for jobs that were outside of their parents’ comfort zone (women had most usually been encouraged to become teachers or nurses since those were jobs to “fall back on” if one didn’t find a husband or if something happened to him). 


			The birth control pill was approved by the FDA in 1960 and eventually led to higher numbers of women graduating from college (though even today, since birth control medication and devices require prescriptions, access is limited). We read and shared the beloved book Our Bodies, Ourselves, published in 1970, and started women’s clinics as we learned to love and understand our bodies. Ms. began publishing in 1972, making headlines with a story that included the names of women who spoke of having abortions when they were still illegal in this country. A year later, the Roe v. Wade decision legalized abortion. Daughters raised in the ’50s and ’60s formed consciousness-raising groups; women introduced women’s studies and feminist literature into university curricula, helped their mothers stand up for their rights as individuals inside marriages and in the work force, and raised their own daughters and sons to respect women’s rights. 


			We are now well beyond the years the UN dubbed “the decade of women.” We are working at jobs that have clout nationally and internationally, whether as heads of high tech companies or US Cabinet members. We are doctors and lawyers and newscasters. We win literary prizes and hold professorships in greater numbers than in the past. We are awarded grants to continue our research. We have flown in space. I believe there is no going back to the time when women accepted a double standard and lived under the ceiling men lowered upon them. Even so, state governments are currently passing laws to abolish women’s rights to choose and the US Congress accuses the Supreme Court of ruling the country when its role is to try cases to determine the constitutionality of new laws.


			There are those in government who will fight before they’ll finally accept the changes women gained in the ’60s and ’70s. And so it is important to read what women lived with, lived through, felt, and did when they began this rise to today’s more powerful standing. It is important that this part of our history not be forgotten or understated or ignored. Anthologies such as Times They Were A-Changing are good reading; they are also reading of the utmost importance. For a woman to know herself, she must know whose shoulders she stands upon.


			I thank the editors and the authors in Times They Were A-Changing for sharing so much with us, so honestly, and for bringing these two important decades of their lives to the page so readers can experience (and, in so many cases, re-experience) those years—decades not always lived with clarity, but fully lived nonetheless; decades that are crucial to our times now. I thank the writers and editors for keeping in our national memory women’s engagement in celebrating a more open, accepting, and complex world.


			 


			Sheila Bender, Poet and Author


			www.writingitreal.com


		


	




	

		

			Part I


			Crack in Time


		


	




	

		

			The Novelty Wears Off


			Elizabeth Kerlikowske


			Plates the cobalt blue of Evening in Paris perfume


			spin on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1962, an audience


			of pink rosettes smiling in their seats, their applause


			like water spattered onto heat as a man in gray pants


			the audience hopes are red (the plates scream “gypsy!”


			“Hungarian!”) runs from one slow, dangerously wobbling


			plate to the next, each galaxy unwinding in its own way,


			oceans of concentration pool in his mouth. Swallow.


			 


			Don’t swallow. He is not the kind of man that Ed talks up


			afterwards. To sweat so openly is un-American. A band-aid


			of hair flaps as he boosts the plates’ velocity. Ed’s jaw rests


			in his hand, wishing they were both in the Catskills instead


			of onstage with another ethnic madman, the Italian glass singer


			who rubs his wetted finger around each crystal lip, whose caterpillar


			eyebrows rear back to urge the pitch up, higher, waiting for Bill


			Dana to kill Jose Jimenez’s career by insulting their host.


			Topo Gigio’s little voice makes women cry.


			 


			It’s Cuban Missile Crisis eve. Even in the fallout


			shelters the TV whispers songs about Tom Dooley and the Great


			Russian Bear, hard to take seriously as the Kirov black bears


			wearing party hats we wish are orange and green ride trikes in


			the make-believe ring. What does a Bay of Pigs have to do with dancing


			dogs in perhaps pink tutus or a man pounding on a UN table with his shoe?


			Under the tables (therefore safe from fallout) we draw pictures of smoking


			Castro and our president rocking under a shock of Catholic hair.


			Ed welcomes Vaughn Meader, whose career will die too in ’63.


			 


			“And here’s young Lew Alcindor” unfurling from his chair like the black


			National Anthem. Once in a while a plate crashes to the floor but


			the really big shoe goes on. “Schmuck” is all Bill Dana says,


			but one word changes everything. The glasses spit water at the kliegs,


			the dancing bears forget their steppes, and all those plate spinners,


			glass singers, spoon togglers, cup balancers, and lizard jugglers


			retire to places we can never find again, restaurants where acrobats


			serve tea with their toes, every third guy is a prestidigitator, and clowns


			explode from foreign cars but bystanders never die.


		


	




	

		

			Proud Spinster


			Patricia A. Vestal


			Childhood in North Carolina, late 1940s–early 1950s: Big family gatherings. Women cook. Everyone eats. Men retreat to backyard, porch, or living room to smoke and relax. Women clear tables, wash dishes, clean up. As a child, I am exempt and free to play with the other kids, boys and girls. At some point, I am ushered into the kitchen and given dish towels. I listen to the talk dominated by female problems. Why is being female a problem? As I advance into adulthood and the experience of womanhood during the 1960s and 1970s, myriad answers to this question pop up, but mostly not what my relatives discussed in hushed tones.


			I am always vaguely aware of gender double standards, but the journey to full awareness and consequent action is tumultuous, distressing, and exhilarating.


			Fast forward to mid-late 1950s: I’m a Florida teenager, nothing like the stories my parents tell of the wacky exploits of their innocent teen years or those in the Archie comic books I devoured in childhood. I am an unpopular, introverted oddball, burying myself in books. We are a working-class family living on the edge of an upper-middle-class area whose kids dominate my small high school. My parents advise me to take a business course, so that I can get a job after high school until Prince Charming arrives. They will struggle to send my brother to college, because, after all, he will have to support a family.


			The 1960s remain firmly attached by umbilical cord to the conservative ’50s. Now it’s Time to be a Lady. In the South ladies still wear hats and gloves and judge each other by the cleanliness and decor of their homes, to which they are officially married. Hence the identification: housewife. I am supposed to find a suitable husband, but I am feeling like the cliché fish out of water. Girls have few career options. Having an education means being a teacher, or maybe a nurse. No education equals sales clerk, office worker, or, if you’re lucky, secretary, which moves you into more contact with eligible young businessmen. On the brink of Old Maidhood, I plod along, living at home, moving from one dismal office job to another until I find a niche at an insurance company.


			But an alternate persona lurks within. Always a bookworm, living in my imagination, I become intrigued by beatniks and their rejection of convention. I think that maybe I am supposed to be a writer. When I start working and can afford it, I take a correspondence course and the “famous writers” who critique my work announce that I have potential. I will drudge at my day job and write in my spare time. I will become even more of an oddball. An eccentric old maid.


			Then I am yanked from my doom by an extraordinary phenomenon. Four guys called “mop heads,” who write, sing, and play original music, have invaded from Britain. Then another bunch arrives on the scene, looking a bit like “the other side of the tracks,” but with glamorous flourishes. All these British Invaders are my age—give or take a year or so. My age! If the Beatles and the Rolling Stones were girls, would they be tolerated? Wouldn’t they be labeled tramps? Worse, grown women acting like teenagers. Their destiny isn’t to marry houses and procreate. They are males.


			I have an “ah-ha” moment. My lifelong observation of the double standard has always influenced my attitudes and behavior. Now my vision is expanding. Small rifts are erupting in the cultural tectonics. The guys are leading and the chicks and birds follow in their wake, the musical and sexual revolution falling into the timeworn ruts of sexism. 


			I have always yearned to visit New York City and I get the chance with a trip to the 1963–1964 New York World’s Fair with a group from work. To me Greenwich Village is almost a mythical place, the epicenter of bohemian culture akin to Paris’s Left Bank. A group member’s local relative takes us there on a tour. We visit an authentic coffeehouse and see the home of Bob Dylan. A sense of certainty pervades me. I am a fish out of water. I belong here.


			Back home, I subscribe to the weekly newspaper The Village Voice and am delighted to read about the unique cafes, coffeehouses, and unconventional spaces that house a renaissance in music and theater. I am especially intrigued by what has been dubbed “off-off-Broadway” and the experimental theater it nourishes.


			I hatch a plan to break out of my prison. I will keep working and save money. I will even sell my beloved ivory and teal ’63 Chevy Impala hardtop to stake a move to Greenwich Village to be a writer. Not just any kind of writer, but a playwright.


			Spring 1966: I do it. It all seems like a dream. Things have never gone the way I wanted them to. Usually, they have gone the opposite, as if I were the butt of some cosmic joke. Now, things fall into place almost like magic. I take the train to New York City and stay in a little room in a hotel near Times Square. Look for a job. Within a couple of days I get a clerical job with New York University. Even more amazing, it is with the department that oversees campus buildings and I get a large studio apartment a block from Washington Square. It is rent-controlled and affordable, even with a doorman and elevator, which I am quickly learning are Manhattan luxuries. I am living in Greenwich Village! My family is amazed. They expected me home by now.


			Despite living alone for the first time in this drastically new lifestyle, I feel content and secure. My job and family of co-workers, along with the security of my apartment, form a sort of cocoon. Unlike other New York neighborhoods that often exude a strong ethnic identity, the Village is eclectic and egalitarian. If there is an overriding culture it is simply the culture of hip.


			Old, shabby walk-up apartments with kitchen bathtubs rub shoulders with quaint but often pricey townhouses, lofts, and apartments. Street floors offer shops, bars, coffeehouses, intimate music clubs, restaurants, and theaters. Tourists and day-trippers from New Jersey and the outer boroughs flock to Washington Square Park on weekends. A festive atmosphere prevails, as musicians claim space on the fountain and strangers bond.


			Dominated by New York University, this heart of the Village is where I live. All the necessities are within walking distance. I even walk to work. I feel that I truly do live in a village.


			After settling into my new job and home, I immediately enroll in evening courses in playwriting and screenwriting at NYU. I write plays. I join theater groups. I get workshop and off-off-Broadway productions. I am a playwright.


			Of course, this is all noncommercial, meaning no profit, meaning if I don’t keep my day job I am the veritable starving artist. A writing instructor has warned me not to do for a living what I do for art. It will destroy my unique creative voice. Of course, didn’t the beatniks disdain commercialism? So I reject suggestions that I look into writing for soap operas or advertising. Somehow publishing seems nobler, so I set my sights in that direction.


			The people I work with at NYU are like family, but I still check the employment ads in every Sunday’s Times. One day I know I must answer one of those ads. The job is with The Village Voice. They are looking for an assistant in the Display Advertising Department. Soon every day I am trudging in heat, rain, and snow through Washington Square, across Sixth Avenue, to the quaint, Paris-esque Sheridan Square. I work at the coolest publisher in the city. I also learn the true meaning of the word “deadline.” If you cross that time line, you are dead. Deadline is absolute. Deadlines define the rest of my working life, albeit without the high-end perks I might earn if I had the savvy, confidence, and assertiveness to pursue the peak of my abilities. The sheltered Southern lady will not entirely disappear. She is too entrenched.


			So I delve into the counterculture. I am naive, a semi-flower child, a semi-bohemian, unable to turn my back on family, decency, and work ethic. I want safety and a modicum of comfort. I don’t want to live in squalor with no privacy. I am embarrassed to let acquaintances who are real hippies know where I live. I am even ashamed to have a steady job. But that is my lifeline to independence.


			I don’t want to be some guy’s “ole lady” and I don’t want an “ole man.” I don’t want to be defined by a man. I don’t want to give up my name and take on a man’s name. I don’t want to immerse myself in the lives of children. I want to learn. I want to live my own life. Perhaps I am immature and selfish. But I am willing to work and support myself. I’m willing to spend my free time getting an education. 


			Nevertheless, I harbor romantic fantasies of a charming soul mate, an equal partner who can do his own laundry and cook his own breakfast. I stumble through several relationships that leave me wistful, but wiser. Everything in our culture is in upheaval except sexism. The sexual revolution just gives men a chance to frolic among the chicks. The women now have freedom to frolic too, but many of us can’t shake the yoke of emotional attachment and desire for monogamy and commitment that the guys want no part of.


			Why is this? How far back does it go? How much of it is biology and how much is cultural? I integrate the search for answers into my college curriculum at SUNY’s wonderful new university-without-walls concept, Empire State College, which enables me to earn my Bachelor degree and move on to a Masters in Drama at NYU. I examine the presentation of women and relationships in literature, media, and movies. My horizons expand back to the Stone Age and through human history, mythology, and art. Other women are doing the same. Brilliant minds express eloquent revolutionary ideas. Feminism becomes an entity, a word revered and reviled. Our lives are our laboratories. We shove hapless boyfriends through the proverbial ringer. They are remarkably resilient, but continue to demonstrate our theories. From somewhere comes the gauge: “Is your life better with him or without him?” For perhaps the first time in history, women are in a position to say “without.”


			I march toward middle age, knowing that each passing year takes me further from the probability of marriage and motherhood. It’s fine. Okay. That romantic, sympathetic soul mate might still appear. Maybe not. I don’t really think about it. I am occupied with too many other things. When I finally return to Florida, I decide to dive into the waters of single home ownership. It is 1985. I have a stable professional job and salary with an established publishing company. (Although I learn later that the department head position I should have immediately moved into was denied me because the hiring director didn’t think women should be managers.) My credit rating is excellent. I have a wad of saved cash for a down payment. I can’t get approved for a mortgage. Because I am a single woman, I can only buy a home by finding an existing mortgage to assume. I feel as if the angst and effort of the prior decades were for nothing. Times they are a-changing, but in some areas, way too slowly.


			Finally now, in the new millennia, it is common for single women even in their twenties to buy homes. This is largely because their educational and career options have far fewer limits now. Other barriers have fallen. If a woman wants a child today, she has one. Marriage is no longer a prerequisite. I worry that they take all this for granted, unaware and unappreciative of the prices paid for this freedom and opportunity. Yet prices are still being paid. We still witness and experience rampant instances of old-style sexism, rampant abuse, and outright discrimination.


			I witnessed and participated in all the upheaval, the turmoil, the grief, and the joys: the changes of the 1960s and 1970s. Even now, when people learn I lived in New York in the late ’60s their inevitable question is if I went to Woodstock. Yes, I did. That event exemplifies the cultural character of the time. Moral barriers fell, anti-war and civil rights victories were won, but the defining change for me was feminism. Looking back, I see myself in a wave of women, tumbling onto the shoreline and changing it forever. We were the first generation of totally self-reliant, self-supporting women.


			Up to the very recent past, a woman not only was expected to marry, marriage was vital for her survival. Not marrying was not a choice; it was a catastrophe. In rare cases when she came from money or had family to take her in, a woman might be able to remain a respectable spinster. If not, she did what she had to for survival, a grim, often horrifying prospect. Single women were pitiful oddities or spawns of the devil.


			Now I enjoy the tranquility of retirement in my beloved Blue Ridge Mountains in North Carolina, sponsored by my decades of work and single determination. I can devote my time and attention to the creative writing that was eclipsed by the priorities of self-support. I meet interesting, talented, good women—some married, some divorced, too many widowed, but seldom single. They have stories equally resonant, some more tragic, some brighter.


			Once I listened to a woman speaking of her life, a good one with fond memories—marriage, children, work, family, church, a Southern Lady’s life—and I was struck with the thought: You are the woman I ran away from becoming. No better. No worse. Just different. But possible.


		


	




	

		

			The Magician


			Laura Singh


			Living in the heart of the Haight-Ashbury, I was a freshman at San Francisco State studying art and costume design. It was a time of “you are what you wear,” so I knew I had to make myself a costume. I poured over my costume history book until I found something that looked medieval, a knave’s costume from the fourteenth century. I made a short red cape with a form-fitting hood and a long tail that dangled from the back of my head to my waist and swung from side to side when I walked. I wore the cape over a tight, thigh-high, blue velour tunic on which I stitched a red Maltese cross to the center of the chest. I wore the tunic and cape over a red turtleneck and green tights. I finished off the look by buying two pairs of pointy-toed suede ankle boots, ones that I’m sure Robin Hood himself would have been proud to wear. I bought one pair in apple red and one in emerald green and I just wore one shoe of each. When I walked down the streets of San Francisco, people turned their heads to look at me: exactly the effect I wanted.


			Every Friday night I went to the Avalon Ballroom, the vortex of hippie culture at the time. This was in 1966, before the Summer of Love or the rise of the Fillmore. Driving by, the only way you’d know something was going on there was seeing the crowds of hippies in their outlandish finery huddled together smoking outside. The entrance was a simple doorway on a side street off Van Ness. Once inside you descended into the underworld, down a rickety wooden staircase that opened into a Victorian-era dancehall, a windowless room with a wood floor and a stage in one corner. The walls were covered in red-flocked wallpaper and punctuated with gilded mirrors. Well-worn, red velvet, overstuffed couches ringed the room and were crammed with hippies in ruffled granny dresses, miniskirts, top hats, tie-dyed T-shirts, twelve-inch-wide bell-bottoms, leather sandals, and cowboy boots.


			A white bedsheet was pinned to the ceiling above the dance floor. On it were floating projected images of Hindu gods and American Indians passing peace pipes. Film loops of topless girls, long blonde hair blowing in the wind, running through tall grass, flickered across the folds of the fabric. Color bubbles swished and swirled, spinning around the room from ceiling to walls to floor.


			Once the bands started to play, the music would hit you with a roar.


			The only light was a gigantic ultraviolet strobe light hanging in the middle of the room, flashing on and off to the music, freezing the distorted poses of the dancers like a flash of lightning every second and then plunging them again into darkness. It was hot and womb-like with everything pulsating and beating to the rhythm of the music. Joints could be seen passing freely between friends and strangers. I wasn’t there for the drugs; I was there for the dancing, the costumes, and the music.


			A commune called the Family Dog ran the dancehall. Chet Helms, the manager of Janis Joplin’s band, Big Brother and the Holding Company, was the leader. He presided over the music scene like the grand wizard, mixing the psychedelic bands like Quicksilver Messenger Service with up-and-coming bands like the Doors and traditional blues like John Hammond.


			I went to the dances by myself, which was fine because everyone danced alone but together. I used the whole floor to dance, weaving through the throng, waving my arms and shimmying my shoulders to the beat of the drummer. If I caught someone’s eye, for a few minutes I’d have a partner. We’d hook into each other’s dance rhythm. If it was a bluesy song like Janis wailing “Ball and Chain,” we would wind our arms around each other like two octopuses in a mating ritual, one leaning forward while the other leaned back, all without ever touching, in perfect unison. After a while, this temporary union would dissolve; we would drift apart and disappear into the mass of dancers, each of us caught by another’s glance. There was no commitment. At the end of the evening the dancers would all join together in one giant snake dance, hands on each other’s hips, winding their way in and out of each other, covering the whole dance floor, reaching out to grab the stragglers until they had included everyone who was there.


			Of course, the Avalon Ballroom was also a great place to pick up guys.


			I was too shy to be a groupie for the bands. Like all the other girls, I was attracted by the intensity of the rock musicians, but I knew there was no way I could smoke enough dope to keep up with them, and I had no idea how to get their attention. And like all the other unattached girls, I came to the dance hoping to be noticed and chosen by someone.


			One night, while I was leaning against the wall, resting from dancing, a guy came up and leaned right next to me without saying anything. I knew this meant he was making a move. He was tall and thin in the way that hippie men were, because they didn’t eat right, took too many drugs, and didn’t exercise. His wavy jet-black hair hung past his shoulders making his skin look pasty white. I could tell he never saw the sun. He was handsome, with angular features, dark eyes, long eyelashes, and a handlebar mustache. But what attracted me were his clothes.


			Everything he had on looked handmade. He wore a long fringed leather vest made of jagged patches over tight leather pants slit from knee to the hem. A wedge of flower print fabric was stitched into the slit, making the hems flare into bell-bottoms. He had on high-heeled cowboy boots and a collarless, gauze peasant shirt with long, flowing sleeves that fluttered when he walked. Slung low on his hips was a braided belt with a large silver belt buckle. He’d tied a red bandanna around his neck and wore layers of amulets, silver charms, and bits of real bone wrapped in multicolored thread hanging down his chest. His wrists were wrapped in tooled leather bands interlaced with beads, decorated in the signs of the zodiac. On every finger he had a different silver ring. I imagined that everything he had on must have a personal symbolic meaning for him.


			He seemed shy, almost vulnerable, in contrast to the drama of his outfit. We leaned there against the wall for a while together, getting comfortable with each other, exchanging only a few words. He was older than I was, maybe twenty-seven or even thirty.


			“You want to come see my pad at the Family Dog House?” He tossed his hair out of his eyes.


			“Sure.” I said. Wow, he’s from the Family Dog. Then he softly slipped his hand in mine and led me firmly and silently through the dancers into the street.


			While we were walking, he told me he was a founding member of the commune. I knew that meant he was part of the inner sanctum, living in the center of the rock scene. To me, if he was a member of the Family Dog it meant he must be one of the hypercreative ones from whom all the new ideas churning around us were emanating. And he’d picked me out of the crowd. I was thrilled.


			“What’s your name?” I asked as we entered the large Victorian mansion on Fell Street they called the Dog House.


			“They call me Maroon the Magician.”


			We passed through a hallway painted in florescent psychedelic swirls, and he slid back the double doors to what must have once been the large dining room. Maroon didn’t turn on any lights; instead he walked around and lit the votive candles and incense that were on every surface. The windows were covered with black fabric. As the glow of candlelight illuminated the room, I could see the plaster ceiling was painted in Van Gogh-like swirls in shades of midnight blue, white stars dotting the firmament, with all the signs of the zodiac around the edge of the sky.


			I stood in the doorway, amazed. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw that in the center of the room was an enormous dead tree with a trunk that was at least two feet in diameter. Branches wound out from the top of the trunk in every direction. There was not a single leaf on it. It stood over ten feet tall. It filled the room, almost touching the ceiling. I wondered how he got it in there without breaking any of the branches—like a ship in a bottle.


			Every branch had small objects dangling down from leather thongs like a Christmas tree. There were pictures in miniature frames, perfume bottles filled with colored liquids, fetish dolls, even bits of dried animal bone wrapped in colored thread. The room was crammed with funky antique furniture. At one end of the room was an altar made from a bureau covered in an old brocade with small antique boxes made of tarnished silver, brass bowls filled with dried plants, and small painted figurines tucked in between candles and incense holders laid carefully on its surface. On the top of the altar was an image of some angry-looking Eastern god. At the front of the altar was a real human skull. When I saw the skull, I looked around the room and saw that he had other dried animal bones lying around. As the shadow of the tree flickered against the wall and up to the ceiling, the room was filled with a kind of eerie beauty.


			“What is all this stuff for?” I asked, walking slowly around the room and looking at everything, trying to take it all in.


			“I am a magician, a practitioner of white magic. Good magic.” He took me to another corner where he had a glass cabinet that looked like it should have been in an old apothecary shop. In front of it was a table with scales and beakers and odd-shaped bottles filled with strange liquids.


			“Lately I’ve been getting into alchemy.” I wondered what he meant by that, but I was too shy to ask. He picked up a beaker half filled with yellow liquid and held it up so it glowed in the candle light. “I also make money as an astrologer, doing people’s charts.”


			“What sign are you?” I asked. If I knew his sign, I could get a sense of him.


			“Scorpio. What are you?” He put the beaker down and turned and looked at me.


			“Gemini.” He nodded, noncommittal.


			On one wall were some scary, frenetic paintings of stylized, jagged figures made out of sharp angles all in dark reds, blues, and purples.


			He saw me looking at the paintings and said, “I’m an artist, too.”


			As I listened to him talk in a voice that was barely louder than a whisper, telling me about his art and his magic, I felt that by stepping into his room I had entered his mind. I was spellbound by the level of detail and effort that had gone into making that tree and the altar and all the little handmade artifacts hanging from it. As an art student, I knew how many hours he must have spent alone in that room creating all those exquisite, intricate talismans.


			In the far corner of the room was a giant wooden loft built out of logs. We climbed up a narrow hand-built ladder to get to his bed on top, which was right near the ceiling. From the bed, which felt warm and cozy, I had a panoramic view of the rich, dark world he had created for himself inside this old mansion.


			We slept together, but it wasn’t important—it was so incidental to the otherworldly experience of being in that room. We didn’t talk much either. I figured my medieval costume told everyone my story; likewise, he figured his room said it all for him.


			When I told him how I had made my outfit, I could tell he was impressed. He showed me some gifts a few of the other girls living in the commune had made for him, pieces of handmade jewelry and a sequined box to hold his dope.


			The next morning, lying under the quilts high up in the loft near the ceiling painted with crooked stars, he said, “Hey baby, you’re cool, man. I dig you. Move in with me. You can live with me in my room here in the Dog House and be my old lady.”


			“I don’t know. Actually, I’m still in college. At San Francisco State.” It seemed prissy when I said it.


			“College is bullshit. You’re wasting your time,” he insisted. “You don’t need college, you can really do your thing here. I’m sure you’ll dig it. Live with me here at the Family Dog.”


			I was flattered. Someone who had so carefully created such a richly layered, unique world saw me as a kindred spirit. But I was scared. I wasn’t sure I was ready to abandon the straight world completely like the musicians and the Family Dog. And I knew I couldn’t take the amounts and types of drugs that would be required for admission to this exclusive club.


			When it came down to it, I didn’t know if I could live inside someone else’s world, no matter how creative, if it meant I’d have to give up my own. So I declined. It was a crossroads for me. At the time a lot of people around me in school and in the Haight-Ashbury dropped out and severed all ties with conventional life, saying they wanted to create a new society with their own rules. 


			After that night, I never saw him again around the dancehall. A year later I saw one of his friends.


			“Hey, you know Maroon, don’t you? I haven’t seen him around. What’s he doing now?”


			“Oh man, didn’t you hear? He moved to the country a while ago, but I just heard he’s dead, man—it’s too sad. He OD’d on methamphetamine.”


			Then I understood why his world was fleshed out with such an intensity of detail; why he covered the windows in black fabric; why the figures in his paintings looked frenetic, and what he really meant when he told me he practiced alchemy. Most of all I was glad I hadn’t made the mistake of joining Maroon in his dark world. Who knows where I would have ended up?


			Better to live in the sunlight.


			When the Haight descended into drug-filled chaos, I flew off into the unknown with my backpack and some money saved from sorting mail at the post office to begin my own search for the creative, adventurous life. It led me across Europe, overland to India, back to school in textiles, out again to work in Korea, to Hong Kong, and back to India once again where I found my mate and my calling.


			I met my husband, Kiran, in India. Our first date lasted thirty-six hours. Auspiciously it was on the full moon of the color festival of Holi, when people run wild throwing powdered color on each other in the streets. At sunset we took a magical boat ride on a lake in a bird sanctuary. Surrounded by flocks of birds shadowed against a glowing sky of oranges, pinks, and purples, floating along in an old faded gray wooden rowboat, we discovered our mutual love of Indian textiles and shared our dreams of living a creative life. On that first date we sketched out the lines of the business we are still doing today, thirty years later: Laura & Kiran. People use our hand-crafted fabrics to create their own richly layered worlds.


		


	




	

		

			Poetry First Honorable Mention


			Before the Summer of Love


			Merimee Moffitt


			Sometime in ’66, desperation foggy and not unfun


			sex a sometimes commodity, we


			met at the laundromat on Haight


			our pads on parallel streets just up the hill


			“Wanna come up to the house?”


			 


			I’d given him the eye, eyeing


			his greasy dark, abundant locks


			those electric-blue blue eyes


			burly arms, blemished white musician’s skin—


			his tubby in plain-white-undershirt yearning look


			 


			We humped our laundry up the sidewalk


			eye to eye


			to their communal home


			tension on low double low—easy pace


			my fate could turn on his or not


			—it wasn’t pressing


			 


			Their drawing room held a bevy of


			girls in perfunctory circle


			the Oriental rug, their manager


			politely passing a joint—


			behind me Pigpen retreated,


			vacating the burgundy-velvet settee


			and my aura


			he so liking booze and heavy heavy


			a teasing, macho man, I demurred


			 


			No career moves that summer day—


			I went home one block over


			to my bass-playing blond Adonis


			who gave me leash, our ethereal tether


			long enough for the city


			each other’s skin and curves


			his Nordic jaw and famously sweet lips


			always a warm curving fit


			my job not to wander too far


			but to keep the spell on him


			turn him again and again


			in our dizzying search for God


		


	




	

		

			Two Sisters


			Marcia Gaye


			1964—Prayer


			Katherine and I gather on our big double bed after our brothers have been tucked into their own beds. The boys got stories from C. S. Lewis and Lewis Carroll. Now the two of us will read from the storybook that is all true. Straight backs and crossed legs, we settle into quiet attention. The Bible on her knees, Katherine reads aloud.


			We have been through creation and the flood. I’ve marveled at the perfect pronunciation Katherine gives to all the strange names. She shows me the divided kingdoms on the map as we travel alongside the kings. While she reads I twirl my fingers over the chenille and embroidery of the quilt. I trace the patterns of just the white flowers, and then just the pink ones.


			After a chapter we face each other, knees touching, and we pray.


			Thank you, Lord, for your words. Thank you for our family. Please bless us and those who seek you. Goodnight, Lord.


			After nights of plagues and battles, we decide to skip ahead to the New Testament and read about Jesus. There we begin the begats: Hezron, Amminadab, Asaph, Jehoshaphat, Zerubbabel. What a joy it is to finally read about happy miracles and parables—about birds of the air, five fishes that multiply to feed thousands, and mustard seeds and fig trees. Our prayers become longer and more sincere in detail, in recognition of the miracles in our lives, simple and huge.


			We rotate by chapter; Katherine reads, then I read. But I’m too slow and not dramatic enough. She begs to take my turns as well as her own.


			***


			1966—Meditation


			Ethereal wisps of incense curl into the room like ribbons. A lone window hints of streetlamps behind a red paisley scarf tacked over the pane. We again sit cross-legged facing each other, a brass bowl of smoky sandalwood between us. Katherine holds my rapt attention as she sways.


			“Om” she hums. “Om.” The syllable reverberates from wall to wall. Her eyes are closed; her hands are on her knees, palms open upward to welcome passing auras. I watch and wait; I do not hum Om. I focus only on the sitar music, on the fate of people who lose themselves in self-centered futile desire, who cannot see the world, the universe, as a symbiotic wholeness. George explains it in song. Life is within you and without you, all around you, and will go on. George provides my sanctuary.


			Katherine tilts her head back, face to the ceiling and beyond. A bright eye appears in the center of her outstretched neck. It looks at me, winking as it sways, searching for a like-minded soul. The eye is blue and white, outlined in thick hideous black. There sounds a sharp crack as the oil lamp beside the incense bowl breaks from the heat of its own flame.


			Frantically, I pat out the sparks then jump to snatch the scarf from the window. Katherine pauses in mid-hum. Slowly returning, slowly opening her eyes, she blinks. “Why did you do that?” So carefully had we prepared our scene. Our bed pushed aside. Her small tasseled rug, in greens and ivory, placed in the center of the floor. The window covered. The Beatles cued to the flat needle space between vinyl grooves. Our collection of psychedelic tokens assembled: incense and bowl, matches, decorative oil lamp from a souvenir shop in Chinatown, peace symbol medallion, paper daisies.


			Seed and puka shell necklaces draped over our heads and around our ankles, and hung from bedpost and windowsill. Love beads. We braided sections of our hair entwined with lengths of mohair yarn and strips of rawhide. Then Katherine had brought forth makeup pencils and powders, eyeliner with which she drew hearts and happy words on our arms and cheeks and foreheads. She’d lowered a mirror and drew herself an extra eye just above that little notch between collarbones.


			“A third eye,” she’d explained, with which one “might see what is unseen, what is beyond the physical.”


			She hopes there is more to be revealed beyond our little room, beyond psychedelic music and neon Peter Max posters. She hopes there is more to her life than high school, where she understands at a level beyond what she is taught. She hopes love can still be possible without Paul, whose engagement ring shines from Jane Asher’s hand.


			***


			1968—Decision


			I know who she is, this hippie chick who is sitting on our front porch rail. She feels her given name is superfluous, a non-identifying restriction. She is the sister who mentors, the one who dwells on a higher plane.


			She smells good, depending on which way the breeze comes by. Her smell is sandalwood, honeysuckle, body odor, pheromones, skin warmed by the sun.


			She is all light, her face pale, her hands luminous, her eyes pale too, with the sun shining on them like on blue glacier ice.


			She is all color, colors floating, hovering around her: gauzy stripes and paisley, beads around her neck, wrists, and ankles. Shells, seeds of every hue, glistening abalone shards, jade on her finger, silver and turquoise. Red hair cascades down her back, over her arms, forming a veil across her face when she leans forward. Tiny honeysuckle flowers from our own yard entwine through it.


			She sits in colors, breathes in colors.


			She holds court with her feet swung over the porch rail. I’m not listening; except now she is saying, “…the Vietnamese don’t want to be a miniature America…” I watch her eyes widen and dilate. Her bare feet are white under a fine coat of dirt, with nails trimmed and filed.


			Her voice is soft but clear and precise. She is saying something about Russian gymnasts. I see her mouth, her lips making shapes into words: “…everybody has a purpose, and each is needed as part of the whole; you be a farmer, I’ll be a teacher, and she’ll be a gymnast…”


			As she speaks her hand gently lifts a spider from her lap to place it on a vine across the railing. I vaguely hear other voices, sporadic and hesitant; some of them cause her to smile. Like Mona Lisa, she suffers fools indulgently.


			“…Jesus.”


			I hear His name and I am tuned in. “Jesus lived pure love,” she is saying. “He didn’t have running water or aftershave or two coats.” I want to know what more she might say about Jesus, and I feel the mood on the porch shift. A cat stirs from a patch of sun to jump onto her lap and she strokes it while it undulates in her hands. No one pursues the life of Jesus, and I lean back again.


			I wish the cat would come to me. It stretches and curls up and languidly blinks its eyes. Her eyes blink in the same way, closing in slow motion, opening as if they’d rather not.


			The conversation moves, and I try to listen while the voices lull me and the warm afternoon wraps me; and then I am startled by a strident punctuation. 


			“Do you believe in free love, then?” someone asks.


			She is Mona Lisa again. “Well, I certainly don’t believe in paying for it.”


			***


			1970—Conviction


			I am articulate, well informed, poised and polite; in short, brilliant. The man in the doorway, standing just beyond his threshold, the handle of a glass storm door in hand, isn’t convinced.


			“So, how old is she?” He tilts his head toward Katherine, on the sidewalk with her baby in the stroller. I don’t understand what that has to do with declaring war in Vietnam.


			“She’s nineteen. All we are asking is that the government stops pretending that the war is a ‘police action’ and just admits it’s a war. There are legal steps, actions that should be in place if the government wants to keep boys in Vietnam. We just want the government to follow its own rules. That’s what this petition states. Will you sign here, sir?”


			“How old are you, Miss? Why are you out here bothering people with things you don’t understand? That girl there, she’s too young to have a baby. You kids need to be home getting ready for school. Go take care of that baby.”


			“You won’t sign this, telling the president that if we’re at war, we need to be honest and say ‘war’ instead of ‘police action’?”


			“No, little girl. Get on home and study some more. Knocking around on doors isn’t safe. That baby needs to be raised right.” He takes one step backward and the glass closes between us.


			The next house is a lovely old brick, just like most all others in this Cleveland family neighborhood. Stone steps lead to a broad porch with hanging baskets of flowers. The elderly couple smiles warmly as I explain about the semantics of terms and wars, and they tell me they have a nephew who is in the army and that they worry for him and all in his platoon. They talk about the honor of serving in the military. The American flag hangs listlessly in the lack of breeze, but they point out it has decorated their home since 1942. We are agreed that we love America, and I say that is why we have to force the government to follow the law. If they will sign the petition we’ll be on our way to righting the wrongs that the United States has inflicted on the world—on itself.


			We talk and share and yet they decline to sign. They smile as I thank them for their time.


			Skipping off the wide-swept porch, I cover the distance to where Katherine stands waiting on the sidewalk. I can’t wait for the praise she will offer for my well-reasoned discourse with the couple in the brick house.


			“Don’t ever do that again! You’ve wasted so much time with that guy. He was never going to sign the petition; you could see that. When they are so close-minded, it’s useless to go on and on. Look at the baby. She’s hot and hungry, and now we don’t have time to finish this street.” Katherine jerks the stroller around and I see little Jade’s tear-streaked face under her sunbonnet. “Come on, this day is finished. We only got twenty signatures in five blocks. We’re not ever going to fill up this page.”


			I follow her home, wondering what I could have said to that nice, ignorant man that might have persuaded him to admit that the illegal, unconstitutional killing of our boys is not helping Vietnam one bit.


			I watch Katherine’s back as she trots along. Her hair swings straight, brushing her shoulder blades. We are barefoot, she and I, her heels and toes peeking through the frays of her jeans as she maneuvers the cracks and curbs. She is so together, completely composed. She thinks I am a fool.


			“Dirty hippies!” somebody yells as we pass by. Katherine looks at me and I look at her and we laugh.


			***


			1972—Revolution


			Katherine comes to my high school graduation. I take her around to everyone I know, and it is to say: See! She is real as I told you.


			We have little Jade in tow. As an infant she drooled incessantly; as a child she is sweaty, her red curls stuck to her forehead. She is aware that her mother is somehow special and she basks in the reflected attention, as do I.


			In the heat of Cleveland’s summer nights we escape to the front stoop again, imagining we can see the stars that we know are above the streetlamps that practically scream with crackly light. Along comes a man, a boy, I am unsure which to decide he is. He wobbles and stops. Katherine offers him a beer and rushes inside to retrieve it. I watch them flirt as he swallows and then he resumes his trek down the sidewalk. Katherine tells me he couldn’t take his eyes off me. I can’t tell if this makes her angry or pleased. She is smiling that half-smile.


			Next it is a whole group of men-boys stumbling along after the one o’clock last call at the Red Dog Saloon on our corner. Katherine retrieves Boones Farm Strawberry Hill wine, the green bottle with a screw top. I drink neither beer nor wine, but she sends me inside for glasses. I bring out a stack of plastic disposable cups because I know you are never supposed to serve wine in plastic. I am angry that she chides me for this without realizing that I am doing it on purpose. My rebellion is lost on her.


			The nauseating smell of lighter fluid hits my sinuses, worse than wine or pot or even beer. There is a flash, a momentary whiff of flint and then the scent of damp night earth. This collection of stoop strangers has come up with a novel way to alleviate boredom. They are squirting their initials in the grass, letting fire tattoo the tiny square of yard.


			Harmless idiots, I think to myself as I watch miniature flames play staccato harmony. Flare, flash, flash. Flare, flash, flash.


			I consider all the other things that are burning or have been burned. Draft cards, flags, books, bras, Detroit to the north, Watts to the west, napalm in the East, churches in the South, crosses on front lawns. Free-falling ash is covering America, searing our wounds, purging, cleansing, covering raw, sensitive scars.


			Our yard burns with initials of a little band of revolutionaries—my sister and some drunken guys, passersby from the Red Dog Saloon—who make their mark on the world, as deep as a blade of grass.
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