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Chapter One

	 

	 

	It’s quite cold outside now, snow and everything, but I’m warm, sitting in an easy chair under a blanket, sipping hot chocolate, watching flames dance in the fireplace. At this point, I’d have to say my life seems fairly good. At least, I’m not complaining. I should also mention that I’m fairly old these days. Okay, north of seventy, which means that as I sit here and relax, my mind tends to drift back to earlier days, to a time when I was young and irresponsible, to a time when computers were huge and phones were used to simply talk to the person on the other end, to a time when dinosaurs roamed the earth.

	One of the things my mind inevitably turns to when I’m reminiscing like this is the Vietnam War, that war in which the United States tried to liberate South Vietnam from communism. The war ran from 1964 to 1975 and saw an estimated 1.1 million North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soldiers killed while about 2.0 million Vietnamese civilians and about 58,000 U.S. military personnel lost their lives. What a bloodbath. The war itself was a guerrilla war, which meant that for the United States to have succeeded, the support of the Vietnamese locals was essential. It was up to them to let us know what the enemy was up to, where their mines were planted, where their ambushes were planned, where their supplies were hidden. Apparently, we didn’t have that support. We won the major battles but lost the war.

	Of course, much has been written and televised about the events of that era, like the rise to power and assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, the war itself, the peace movement, black power, women’s lib. As I sit here and think about it, my focus tends to shift from those broad events to the more personal things I went through during that period, both good and bad. As I said, I was less than mature in those days. To be honest, I found not taking life so seriously quite agreeable, at least until the day the ax fell, and the ax did fall. I was a college student at the time, early May of 1969, feeling at peace with the world when I received notification that I was failing both physics and economics. While I was passing the rest of my courses for the most part, my math instructor did shrug his shoulders and tell me that calculus could go either way, maybe pass, maybe not. Hearing those words left me kind of stunned, although I don’t know why. I had let each of those courses slide badly out of control that quarter, and not withstanding some convenient self-delusion on my part, I knew it. In retrospect, I suppose that part of the problem was all three classes met in the morning. I kept intending to get up and start attending each one regularly, but it just didn’t happen. My bed was warm and inviting, and I ended up sleeping through session after session thinking as I drifted off I’ll make it next time for sure.

	Then, of course, there was my draft board. Oh, yes, my draft board, the insidious vultures circling over my head daily. I knew I would be facing big problems with them soon. I was an undergraduate at the University of Minnesota at the time and still in possession of a student deferment, that critical piece of paper that had been exempting me from the army and Vietnam, but things were heating up. My draft board was getting very tough when it came to renewing student deferments, very tough when it came to looking at academic progress and grades.

	As I trudged back across campus toward my apartment, as the bad news sunk in, I felt increasingly estranged and lonely, feelings only exacerbated by the pleasant spring weather. A cool breeze wafted against my face, and bright spring colors seemed to effloresce everywhere. The breeze and colors only reinforced the notion that I no longer belonged. I had let the right to participate in such a picturesque setting slip away, not that everyone I passed didn’t seem to be enjoying themselves. Everywhere I looked, ebullient young people were almost giddy as they embraced the new season, celebrating the fading away of yet another long Minnesota winter. They bounced around in jeans, and love beads, and long hair. They peered through wire rim glasses. They laughed, and talked, and shrieked, and squealed. Occasionally, a Frisbee sailed overhead. On top of everything else, as I marched woodenly along, I turned a corner and found myself forced to navigate around some bearded young guy in jeans and a sweatshirt, probably an honors student, strumming a guitar. I started to say something to him but decided not to. After all, he belonged. I didn’t. I was simply a weary misfit anxious to get back to the seclusion of my bedroom.

	When I made it back to my off-campus apartment in Dinkytown, it occurred to me that my roommate, John Hansen, had several classes that morning and would probably not be back before noon. Finally, a break. I let out a relieved sigh. But then as I entered the living room area, I was hit by an unwelcome stream of bright sunlight flowing through the only window in the room. I moved quickly to yank the curtains shut, and while my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I returned to the front door and locked it. Next, I proceeded to my bedroom where I opened a desk drawer and pulled out a plastic bag that contained both free grass and a few already rolled joints. I fished out the biggest joint, lit it and took a deep drag, holding it in my lungs for as long as I could, maybe thirty seconds. As I haltingly released the smoke, I began to experience the effect I had come to expect. I became washed in a slow spinning wave of euphoria, a wave that left me feeling both mellow and relaxed.

	I plopped down in a stuffed chair and finished the joint, sinking deeper and deeper into the sensation, achieving a degree of mind-numbing tranquility. Now looking around the room, I forced myself to climb back out of the chair and wander over to the stereo, where I put on one of my favorite albums, a Carlos Santana album. I guided the needle carefully onto the record and paused momentarily to take in the reassuring psychedelic vibrations that pulsed through the speakers and filled the room. I returned to my chair, lit up a second joint, and resumed smoking. Soon enough, I found myself flowing into the music and through it, understanding it, becoming one with it, transfixed by the patterns and rhythms until the first side of the album ended. I got up, flipped the record, turned the volume up slightly, and relit a partially burned incense stick.

	As I paused to inhale a sweet wisp of smoke, the events of the day suddenly crashed in on me, events that I couldn’t avoid thinking about any longer. Despite the feeling of detachment resulting from the grass, I found my mind turning to the conversations that had taken place that morning. I sat down in the chair and settled in.

	It had all started with my physics professor, Dr. Getz. I was majoring in physics at the time, at least theoretically, and still hoping to do reasonably well in his course, a second-year course in modern physics. True, I had skipped most of his lectures, but I imagined there was still enough time to get things back on track with a little effort. Wrong again. Dr. Getz was about fifty and seemed to be very much in his own world, a scientific world I wasn’t really a part of, at least not anymore. As I’d approached the physics building, I recalled that on the few occasions I had managed to make it to his class, Dr. Getz always wore the same tie and herringbone sports coat, an observation I had found sort of amusing at the time. On this day, however, his fondness for the coat and tie signaled hope, a faint hope, but hope that his values went beyond image, beyond the superficial, beyond the system, a hope that he was his own man, a man independent enough to give a student a break when deemed appropriate.

	I hadn’t made an appointment to see him beforehand or anything, but I did catch him in his office and was momentarily heartened to see him wearing the same tie and to see the same sports coat hanging on a rack in the corner. Soon enough, however, I realized they didn’t mean anything. Although he took the time to consider my situation, he turned out to be a strictly by-the-book kind of guy.

	“When a student does poorly on examinations,” he said, “I look at other factors. For example, I look at attendance and quiz scores. For you, there was no attendance or quiz scores. You did show up for the midterm, but the result there was an F.”

	At that point, panic set in. My midterm grade really caught me off guard. I hadn’t seen my test results yet, but I’d expected better than an F. True, I hadn’t actually gone to most of the classes or done any of the homework or anything, but I had memorized what seemed like the important equations the night before the test and believed I had done reasonably well in using them to address the problems on the exam. Guess again. Dr. Getz looked at me as if he expected me to say something, and when I didn’t, he continued, less adamantly than before.

	“To pass this course, evidence that you have acquired some knowledge of the material and some proficiency in working with it has to be established. You have not done either, so you are simply going to fail unless I let you drop the course. I think there is still time if I sign off for you.”

	I told Dr. Getz I was sure that I could pull my grade up on the final exam, but as I was speaking, his eyes glazed over. I could tell he didn’t want to hear what I was saying. He told me I had not only failed the midterm but had not even picked up my test until our meeting, one week after tests had been picked up by the rest of the class. He said he didn’t think I had a realistic chance of catching up and would be better off trying it again the following year.

	My next response was pretty much impulsive. “If I drop the course now,” I said excitedly, “I’ll lose my deferment. I’ll be drafted and very likely be shipped to Vietnam. By forcing me out now, you could very well be signing my death warrant.”

	Okay, okay, I know that was a little much, but I was desperate. Have you ever been desperate?

	He answered in an even tone. “Mr. Woodson, I didn’t create the war in Vietnam, and I am not responsible for your performance in this course. I am responsible for grading the progress of students such as you fairly, and I think this conversation has just ended. Good luck in your future endeavors.”

	Cut and dry. I was out. The only course in my major that I was taking that quarter, and I was out. Kind of unsettling to be a physics major when you’re not taking any physics courses. At least he did let me drop the course.

	Things didn’t go as well with the economics professor, Dr. Kramer. He was about thirty, or even younger, and very heavy set, with black crew cut hair and black plastic frame glasses. His voice was kind of effeminate and reedy, and he seemed to show an aloof lack of empathy.

	“Sorry about that,” he said, concluding our brief conversation in the hallway. “I’m afraid you’re looking at a solid F. If you’re still around next quarter, you’ll just have to try harder. Well, I have to scoot now. Take care.”

	I remained frozen in place with my ears pounding like I was underwater or something as he left. Then the bell rang, and I started moving back to my apartment.

	As I sat in the security of my chair, I had to face the fact that I was no longer a student in either course. One of the nails in my coffin in economics turned out to be a missed test. I had missed a test and hadn’t even realized it. I had to pretty much concede the F after hearing that. What next, I wondered. I was already on academic probation, and my other courses weren’t going that well. I was in all likelihood going to flunk out of school completely and lose my student deferment. It seemed to me I had only one realistic course of action left. I would have to talk with my father.

	A few weeks earlier, he had indicated, ominously enough, that he believed Dr. Newman, our family physician, could help me obtain a medical deferment if such a need should arise. I assured my dad that such a need would not arise, that everything was under control, but of course, that was just wishful thinking on my part. Although asking for my dad’s help would be more than uncomfortable, I knew he would probably come through.

	My dad had earned a bachelor’s degree himself in chemistry from a small state university. He made only mediocre grades, but he also played football for the school as a starter for three years at halfback. That’s where he met my mother, and soon after they both graduated, he and my mother were married. Shortly after their marriage, however, the United States entered World War II. Recognizing the inevitable, my dad enlisted in the army, where he served as an artillery officer for almost three years overseas, mostly in North Africa and Southern Europe. Following his military service, he took a job at a medium size chemical company, Synco, and worked his way up from resin chemist to regional sales manager, where both he and his men made a comfortable living selling polyester resin systems to coatings and adhesive manufacturers.

	Thinking about my situation left me feeling drained. I stood up, walked over to the stereo, and turned it off. Sitting down on the side of my bed, I stared at the clock on the nightstand and realized I should be getting ready for my calculus class, a course that I could still theoretically pass. Instead of doing the responsible thing, I once again swung around into a prone position and fell asleep. I slept soundly for about three hours.

	As I was waking up, I experienced a strange dream.

	 

	My father and I were in college together, but we were also in the army, taking courses in North Africa. We were on the football team there, and every afternoon, we scrimmaged against the Germans in the hot sand. My father was the quarterback, not a position he had played in college. I was a big strong tight end, despite being only five eleven and slightly built in real life. In the huddles, I constantly explained to my father how much better playing football against the Germans was than actual combat, but each time we lined up for a play, I hoped he wouldn’t pass the ball to me. When he did, it invariably bounced off my hands, usually in slow motion, and into the hands of a German cornerback who would go on to score a touchdown. It got to the point that I knew I wouldn’t catch the ball when it was thrown in my direction and only hoped it wouldn’t be intercepted. My father was very patient with me though. “You almost got that one,” he kept saying.

	 

	The sound of books hitting a desk in the other room jolted me completely out of my sleep. John was back. I tried to slide under the covers, but it was too late.

	“So,” he said, filling the doorway, “still in bed, are we?”

	He could be quite sarcastic when he wanted to be. I didn’t respond, so he kept talking.

	“I guess the rumor’s true. You really are going for two straight years as a college sophomore. I almost hate to tell you, but if you want to break the record, you have a ways to go. It’s seven years, set by some guy down at Parsons College.”

	I told him to go screw himself, but I could tell he was on a roll for some reason. A phony inflection crept into his voice. It made him sound very sincere unless you knew better.

	“You know,” he continued, “your lifestyle is quite inspiring. I mean thanks to you, I think I have come up with a new definition for the word sophomoric. Let’s see if I can get this straight now. Sophomoric, characteristic of one who spends his entire life as a college sophomore, alternately enrolling in classes and sleeping through them.”

	He grinned widely and stared at me, his head rocking back and forth slightly like a pendulum on a small clock.

	“Very amusing,” I said. “Maybe you should give stand-up comedy a try.”

	“Maybe,” he agreed as he turned away.

	John was six-foot-five and strong, not so much heavily muscled but rawboned. He worked out every other day with a set of weights he kept in his room, and he played a lot of pickup basketball. He had come to the University from an upstate farm family and had been a popular athlete in high school. While I was struggling unsuccessfully to stay in school, he was completing his third year of the University’s premed program and was achieving the grades necessary to get into medical school.

	“Well,” he continued, “while you were contemplating the universe today, I was sweating my way through two hourly exams, biochem and advanced organic. I can’t believe they both came up on the same day, but if I do say so myself, I think I kicked ass.”

	“What’s new?” By then, I was sitting on the edge of my bed. I knew he was really pumped up after doing well on two crucial exams, but I obviously didn’t feel like sharing in his enthusiasm. “If you’re really interested in providing medical care to those in need, maybe you should postpone college for a while. Maybe you should join the Peace Corps or serve as an Army medic in Vietnam.”

	He gave my pronouncement the skeptical look it deserved. “By the time I get through medical school, the war will be over. Besides, if I went over there now, I’d probably be one of the first ones shot.”

	“I guess being a revered physician has always been your dream?” I said as I yawned. “People bowing and scraping in your very presence.”

	“Not really,” he replied. “My first goal was to become a basketball star. Until that ambition was completely fulfilled, being a physician was secondary.”

	“You’re not exactly headed for the NBA.”

	“No.” He threaded his fingers through his hair. “I had to give basketball up.” The phony inflection was back in his voice. “After all the girls in high school had their way with me, I was too worn out to continue playing. For self-preservation, I decided to settle down and study medicine.” A Cheshire cat grin spread across his face.

	“Very funny,” I said flatly. “You’re probably going to end up being a typical doctor, completely full of yourself and condescending as hell.”

	That remark seemed appropriate enough at the time, although I don’t find doctors particularly condescending today.

	“I don’t think I’ll have any trouble relating to the common people, if that’s what you mean, especially about the time I hand them their bill.”

	He laughed and shook his head. He was really full of it that day. Nothing turned him on more than getting an A on a test, especially a chemistry test. I told him he could do what he wanted, but falling in line and joining the rat race was not for me.

	He responded to this last statement more than I thought he would. “I don’t think that’s going to be much of a problem,” he said. “You’re not around long enough during the day to join any lines. You sleep every day till noon, get up, maybe attend an afternoon class or two, maybe not, then come back and go back to bed until the Tonight Show comes on. You get up then, drag yourself down to Sanzo’s apartment and watch Johnny Carson with him. When that’s over, you spend the rest of the night smoking grass, listening to acid rock, and shooting the shit with Sanzo and whoever else has stopped by his place for a quick high. By the time it’s daylight outside, you’re ready to go to bed again. The only time you actually make a morning class is when you have a test.”

	“It’s not quite that bad,” I said, although his assessment was pretty much on the money. “I have to admit though, we do have very different lifestyles. Not that it’s any of your business, but I have been thinking about taking correspondence courses next quarter, so I can sleep through the day with a clear conscience.”

	This last statement was true. I know, I know, but it made sense if you think about it. I mean I was hoping that by taking correspondence courses, I could sort of stay in college when the inevitable happened, that is when I flunked out as a regular student. Of course, I would need a medical deferment to pull that off. If I got it, I hoped I could simply sign up as a non-degree student and start taking courses by mail. Worth a shot. Might as well try to save as much face as possible.

	“Well,” John said, “not to change the subject, but I did meet the three girls who live upstairs today, and thanks to a superlative effort on my part, they should be stopping by at about seven this evening. Of course, they’ll probably expect us to have some weed on hand.”

	“You told them I’m the neighborhood junkie?”

	“No, of course not. I just told them I like do a little grass when I listen to good music, and I then suggested they come over and listen to some good music.”

	“Very smooth,” I said. He really was good with the girls. They were always falling all over him. “Of course, you’d be nowhere if I didn’t supply the grass.”

	“We all have our role to play.”

	“I have to stop by home and see my dad first. I’ll probably be able to make it back by seven.”

	I did have to see my dad about getting that medical deferment. I mean that had to take precedence over meeting girls or anything else, for that matter. I didn’t know how long getting a medical deferment might take, and I sure as hell didn’t want to waste valuable time and end up in Vietnam as a result.

	“Please try to make it back by seven,” John said, turning toward his room to leave. “We’re counting on you.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” I stood up. “I’ll be back when I’m back.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Once I was out the door and behind the wheel of my Camaro, I started thinking about the evening ahead. Would I be able to score with any of the girls John had coming over? I probably had enough grass on hand to cover the situation, but what would the girls be like? How interested would any of them be in a guy who was about to flunk out of college? Probably not that interested. I would need a cover story. Something like my course work was going quite well. Universities like MIT and Cal Tech were now recruiting me to do graduate work. Where to go, where to go... of course if I went with a story like that, I would have to hope that John wouldn’t give me away, the bastard. Not exactly an ideal situation. I put the car in gear and hit the accelerator. As I picked up speed, I felt better about everything. Taking that car out for a spin always gave me a lift no matter what else was going on in my life. It was clear proof that I had at least one good thing going for me whether I deserved it or not.

	I had gotten the car the previous October as a birthday gift from my parents, along with an inspired lecture from my father emphasizing the relationship between effort and reward. I had trouble sitting through his speech without yawning, but the torture was worth it. The Camaro was a powder blue Z28 with a 327 cubic inch engine, mag wheels, a stereo tape deck, and black leather bucket seats. Getting it seemed too good to be true. As my father continued his protracted monologue, my mind began to wander. I tried to place the reason for such a gift. Nothing clicked until I glanced at my mother. With a sudden surge of guilt, I recalled a conversation that I had had with her a couple of weeks earlier. During a brief moment of clarity on my part, I realized that I wasn’t really cutting it in school and stopped by to talk with her about it. I told her that dropping out of school and moving to Canada was starting to make sense to me. I told her I wanted to find a group of like-minded people there my age and join them. I told her I needed to get out from the academic pressure I was under and end the constant threat of being sent to Vietnam. I told her I felt the time had come for me to turn things around. Not that I was really likely to make such a drastic move, but I was in the moment.

	“I don’t things are nearly as bad as you make them out to be,” she said at the end of my declaration, sounding concerned. “If you apply yourself a little more, I think you’ll find your college years could be some of the best of your life.”

	“We’re not talking about you and dad,” I said. “My college years aren’t anything like yours were. I need to shake things up. I need a new start.”

	Apparently, I scared her enough to offer what amounted to a huge bribe to forget the whole thing. At least, that’s how I read it. Any feelings of guilt on my part quickly dissipated, though, when I actually saw the car. I mean the car itself was the main thing, and when it came right down to it, I would have gladly accepted that car under almost any circumstances. Even if I did end up taking off for Canada, I thought with a smile, at least I would have reliable transportation.

	As I continued driving along, my mind turned to John and how much closer he was to my parent’s view of what the ideal son should be than I was. I thought about how impressed they had been when they first met him. It was on a sleepy Sunday afternoon. They were delivering a couch to me that they didn’t want anymore. John was there, and as I introduced them to him, my dad kept shaking his hand, like he didn’t want to let him get away or something. It was like they couldn’t believe that I was actually rooming with someone of John’s caliber. Then again, he impressed most people. He really did, and yet, this disparity between us didn’t cause any real tension. Other than the cheap shots he liked to take at me from time to time, we got along well. With me, John didn’t worry about being impressive or much of anything. He was simply himself and willing to let his darker side emerge. I guess I was safe ground.

	We had met at the beginning of the school year. I answered a roommate wanted ad he had placed in the campus newspaper. I needed to leave home, and he needed a roommate. Today, he would have probably gotten a girl or two to live with him, but that didn’t happen much back then. At any rate, John and I hit it off right away. Of course, that may have been due in part to my easy access to grass. An old friend of mine who lived downstairs, Ed Sanzo, had become a small-time dealer on campus. I could usually get weed through him any time I wanted it. I had known Sanzo since high school where we went through a lot together. Both of our fathers were corporate climbers, and both of them had been high school jocks in their day. Neither Sanzo nor I, on the other hand, managed to live up to their All-American image. We just never could seem to get with the program, and we both hated football. We really did. Good old Sanzo.

	Anyway, after rooming together for a while, John began doing grass himself from time to time, using me as his source. And surprisingly enough, he seemed to have a sort of fascination with my middle-class background. He kept saying things to me like, “I can’t believe how insulated you are from the real world.” I would respond by asking him if reality consisted of life on the farm. “More than you know,” he would answer. “More than you know.”

	More than I want to know, I would think to myself. But I usually let his comments slide without saying anything. Why bother? For that matter, his notion of what my home life was like was a little off the mark. I mean it was okay, but it had become kind of stifling for me. That’s why I had to find a place to live on campus. At home, my mother was constantly asking me how things were going in skeptical sort of way, and my father kept speculating about my future and whether I could measure up to the challenges ahead. Looking back on it, though, I’d have to say my sister, Susan, was the one who actually gave me the push I needed to move out, not that she was ever exactly on my side. I remember it was shortly after she had finished her sophomore year at a small upstate college. She was back home for the summer, and I was taking a make-up course at the U. At the time, I actually missed high school a lot. I mean when I was in high school, I saw friends every day which included girls that I could ask out. But college from home left me feeling pretty much out of things. I just didn’t know anyone anymore.

	So anyway, I was sprawled out on my bed one evening, doing a newspaper crossword puzzle with the television on in the background when Susan knocked on the door.

	“Yeah,” I said.

	“It’s me,” she said. “Can I come in?”

	“I guess,” I said.

	“Don’t do me any favors.” She opened the door and entered. “So do you have any plans for this weekend?”

	“Why do you ask?” I said, thinking to myself, now what?

	“I was just wondering. I have a date with Ted Miller. I don’t know if you remember him or not, but Ted and I were a sort of thing in high school.”

	“I know it’s hard to believe, but I didn’t really kept track of the guys you dated in high school. For some reason, I was more interested in my own social life.”

	“Such as it was,” she said, rolling her eyes and shaking her head. “Anyway, seeing Ted again should be a real hoot. I’m really looking forward to it. He’s back from Stanford. He’s majoring in electrical engineering.”

	“Maybe I’ll ask one of my old girlfriends to go out this weekend. We could double.”

	“Very funny. But really, are you seeing anyone at all these days?”

	“What are you doing, trying to give me a hard time?” I looked at her with a sort of scowl.

	“Don’t be a dork,” she said. “Your problems aren’t my fault. If you don’t like the way things are going, do something about it. Don’t take it out on me.”

	“What are you saying?”

	“Okay, I’m saying I think it’s time for you to move out of here. I don’t know why you decided to live at home in the first place. But you’re missing the whole thing. Don’t you know that?”

	“I thought about living on campus, but I didn’t like the dorms. I mean the rooms are small, and you have to share a room with some roommate that you don’t even know. Staying at home just seemed a lot easier.”

	“But there’s nothing like being on campus. I miss it right now, to be honest. I miss being with kids my age. I miss the whole scene.”

	“You probably miss the wild parties and drinking,” I said.

	“Among other things. But mainly, I like doing what I want, when I want. Like if I want to stay out all night, I stay out all night. But you can’t do something like that living at home, can you?”

	“I do what I want,” I said.

	“Sure you do. And apparently that doesn’t include studying.”

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“Dad told me you went on academic probation last quarter, and he was wondering if I might have some idea of what the hell is wrong with you. He has a way with words, you know. I told him I didn’t know, but between you and me, I think living under their thumb is part of your problem.”

	“That’s just great,” I said. “Now Dad has appointed you, Betty co-ed, as my counselor. Look, I just didn’t feel like studying last year, that’s all. It’s no big deal. I’ll do better next year.”

	“But it is a big deal,” she said. “I think you need to break out of here and find yourself. It’s hard to do something like that when you’re reporting to Mom and Dad every day.”

	“But I don’t want to live in a dorm, and fraternities are too elitist as far as I’m concerned.”

	“Rent an apartment then. Check out your potential roommates before you move in. It’s not that hard.”

	“I don’t know. I don’t know. I guess I could do something like that.” I hated agreeing with her, but I thought she had made a good point or two.

	“Well, give it some thought,” she said. “After all, I don’t want to be thought of as the girl whose dork brother still lives at home.”

	“I don’t think your wild-child image will be damaged by anything I do,” I said.

	She smiled and left.

	 

	Back to seeing my dad. As I pulled into my parent’s driveway, I remembered that my mother would be out for the evening. It was her bridge night. And my sister wouldn’t be home either. She was back at school, making good grades as usual, making my father proud. She really was a pain in the ass. Anyway, that meant that my father would be home alone if at all. I hadn’t telephoned to make sure he would be there and kind of hoped he wouldn’t be. I guess I wanted to delay the inevitable as long as possible even though I knew how stupid that kind of thinking was. Opening the front door, I suddenly felt hungry, probably a Pavlovian effect left over from my adolescence. Home meant refrigerator meant food. I headed toward the kitchen, but as I got nearer, I heard the refrigerator door shut and a chair being moved. Apparently, my father was home after all. I entered the kitchen just as he was sitting down at the table. My father was six foot one and squarely built. His hair was a sun-bleached red color and very short on top. But as if to prove he was somewhat with the times, he also sported moderate sideburns.

	“Hello, Ron,” he said, his voice sounding low and resonant as usual. He wore a navy-blue tennis shirt and an off-white pair of slacks. On his left wrist, he wore a gold watch, and on his left ring finger he wore a gold wedding band. On his right ring finger, he wore his college ring. His forearms and hands were thick and muscular and reddish tan in color from exposure to the sun. He was an avid golfer and tennis player and one of those people who seem to perpetually project alertness, good health, and a clean-cut appearance no matter how they happened to be dressed. I, on the other hand had collar length sandy blond hair, wore jeans, and seemed to project an image of perpetual shagginess.

	“How you doing?” he asked.

	“Not bad. How about you? How’s work?”

	“Same old happy horseshit. So, how does this quarter look?”

	“I guess I’ll be finding out soon enough.” I started making a sandwich as my father sat watching me from the table with his own sandwich, a large glass of orange juice, and a newspaper.

	“Don’t try to bullshit a bullshitter. You must have some idea of how you’re doing.”

	I finished making my sandwich, poured a glass of orange juice, and sat down at the table with him. “Well,” I said, “I think I’m doing fairly well in geoscience and history. But I’m not sure about calculus. And physics and economics look a little shaky.”

	“Look a little shaky, eh? Is there any chance you’re going to pass either one of them?”

	I looked in his direction before answering. “I’m not sure.”

	“I see, I see. You know, I just wish I had a better understanding of what makes you tick. When I was in school, I had to make it in the classroom and on the football field as well. Otherwise, they would have pulled my scholarship. I didn’t necessarily like the schoolwork that much, but I knew I had to do it to keep playing football and more importantly to have a decent career after I graduated. This house, the cars, the cabin, the boat, your education, they don’t come out of thin air. I worked my ass off to earn what we have here.”

	As he talked, I couldn’t help thinking, here we go again, but I tried to look attentive. After all, I was there to get his help.

	“After I got out of school and then out of the Army, I got a job in a resin lab as a chemist. And then, after a few years of cooking resins, I moved into technical service and from there into sales. And once I was in sales, I methodically built up my territory to the point that five years ago I got my promotion to regional sales manager. And as you know, my next goal is to become the national sales manager and after that, the general manager. Of course, I may have to get a little better at playing in-house politics for that to happen. We’ll have to see how that works out.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well, we have a new HR manager who wants to make changes. He thinks everyone in sales and marketing should have an MBA, and he’s going through everyone’s college transcripts to see what kind of GPA they had when they were in college. It doesn’t matter how long ago that was. He says he wants the staff to have their ducks in a row, which among other things means having had a good GPA. You know, bastards that like that guy couldn’t sell a customer if they had to, but somehow he can sell our upper management on anything, no matter how stupid it is.”

	“But you played football,” I said. “That must count for something.”

	“That does help with some of my customers. But it doesn’t seem to cut any ice with this new HR guy. So, I don’t know.”

	As he spoke, I wondered if he would be able to reach his goal of becoming the national sales manager. Maybe not, given the new direction that Synco appeared to be going. He was definitely results-oriented, but he didn’t have an impressive GPA, and he wasn’t as comfortable kissing up to upper management as some of the other middle-managers were. I mean he could entertain when he had to, but he really didn’t like socializing with the brass outside of work. I suppose I had always respected him for that. For that matter, I could never understand why so many people in higher positions wanted their asses kissed anyway. Didn’t they know it was all phony and kind of disgusting at that? How can something that obviously fake work time after time? But it does.

	“I usually know what makes people tick,” my father continued, once again focused on my situation. “But you’re an enigma. I know my customers. I know what makes them tick. I know what they need and when they need it, and I deliver. I’m able to do that because I know the people in my own organization and what makes them tick. I know them all, the chemists, the production people, the accounting people, the general manager, everyone. Sometimes I go through the system. Sometimes I go around or over it, but I always get results. And the guys who report to me, I’ve got their number too. Most of them are pretty much like me. But you I don’t get. Your grades in high school were good, at least good enough. Your SAT scores were excellent. Last fall, you even joined that crazy high IQ group, MENSA. There’s every indication that you can do the work, but here you are flunking out of college. So, what do you say?”

	“I say things aren’t as clear to me as they were to you when you were my age,” I answered, now speaking in a subdued tone. “You knew what you wanted to do, but I’m not so sure. There’s so much going on now, so many changes with the war, Dr. King’s assassination, riots against the war. It’s hard to focus with so much instability.”

	As I spoke, I felt possessed by a sudden conviction that surprised even me. It was if new insights were bursting forth within my head, as if valid reasons for my poor performance were crystallizing before my eyes.

	“I thought you were going to make the effort anyway,” my father said, his eyebrows raised. “I thought we had an agreement.”

	“You mean the car?”

	“Yes, the car.”

	“I’m still in school. It’s not like I’m failing everything. I may even get a B in history, and I can drop physics.”

	“What about economics and calculus?” he asked. He didn’t miss anything.

	“I don’t know about them yet.”

	“Well, it sounds to me like you’re going to have trouble holding onto your student deferment. I’m obviously not happy with your lack of progress in school, but I don’t think you should have to pay for your immaturity by going to Vietnam. I’m going to make an appointment for you with Dr. Newman.”

	“I guess it couldn’t hurt anything,” I said softly. I was embarrassed but at the same time relieved that my father was taking the initiative in helping me out of the mess I was in. I still had to do whatever was necessary to get the medical deferment, but at least my dad was taking the first step.

	Having put the issue to rest for the time being, my dad turned back to his sandwich and newspaper. He read a little out loud about the students who had been arrested for demonstrating at Queens College and shook his head. “What a bunch of kooks,” he said. “At least you’re not involved in any crazy bullshit like that. That goddamned SDS is really out of control. You’re not hanging out with any of those SDS freaks, are you?”

	“No,” I said. “I think they raise some valid questions, but I don’t agree with their methods. I’m not for inciting violence.”

	I didn’t say anything about it to him, but I was kind of amused by his use of the word freaks. Although current events had somehow infiltrated into his vocabulary, I didn’t think he realized that the SDS crowd would not have considered his use of the term insulting.

	“Violence isn’t an answer for long,” he said. “Those nuts are all going to end up in jail, and I hope they throw away the goddamned key.”

	As he continued reading, I thought about my father’s views concerning the war. To me there seemed to be a major contradiction. On the one hand, he completely supported the United States military commitment to South Vietnam, but on the other hand, he was willing to help me avoid serving in the war in
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