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​SYNOPSIS

After The Death of Robert Francis Kennedy is a short novel that follows the intellectual and emotional development of Thomas Malleus. The story is structured like a classic five paragraph essay; but its style is more that of free verse. Malleus, something of an outcast, is faced with the common challenges of all young men in that contentious decade, the 1960s. Set in San Francisco in the fall of 1968, he seeks to cast off the personal. religious, and social shibboleths that mark the American way of life.
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The outcome of the debate that night turned on the poetry of Robert Frost. Richard Apperley and the young woman from Stanford had assumed their intellectual en gardes. The young woman opened with the opinion that if form and function were one, then truth and beauty must out. She argued that craft did not need art, that freedom was an illusion, a mere adjunct of function and form. She was on the debate team. Her propositions were self-evident, she said, and her a priori argument was unimpeachable.

“Frost had not a jot of interest in beauty or truth. Frost’s poems function simply to capture what he himself described as a ‘sense of sound.’ Form was less important to Frost, sometimes classic, sometimes not. His words, his phrases, chosen with care, hung like ornaments on some noble fir and thereby proved their value, his worth. But never mind beauty, never mind truth. Or, rather, truth and beauty were incidental. A word that worked was the thing. And all his poems had and did function; he was a craftsman.”

A toothsome wench was Richard’s descriptive phrase. With hips neither narrow nor wide, but just so, and begging for maternity. Her a posteriori was rather charming as well, and his eyebrows went up and down, up and down.

“If you write with just form and function in mind, sweetie,” he said to her, “your words and phrases become mechanical, brutish things; they go clumping about, ugly noisome things. You ever read law? Function is uppermost. Clarity and precision rule the day: And the party of the first part renders unto the party of the second part who herewith and henceforth becomes the party of the third part therefore and so forth and so on. Law is about function; art is not.”

“The craftsman as artist uses and then transcends form and function.”

“Transcends, is it?”

“Transcends.”

Richard Apperley looked to his friend for support.

“Help me out here, Tom,” he said.

Thomas Malleus sat in the bay of the front window watching the crosseyed cat pad carefully about the opening of the alley between the buildings across the street.

“You’re the writer,” Richard added. “Got some input?"

Supercilious, thought Thomas Malleus. Arrogance shapes the face with disdain in mind. She could be beautiful. Should be.

“He writes?” she asked.

“He writes,” Richard replied.

“What does he write?”

“Prose and poetry.”

“Published?”

“Nope. He doesn’t bother to submit.” And Richard had shrugged. “An apostate. He doesn’t subscribe to that faith. He writes for himself alone.”

“Can he write?”

“Sure. Got notebooks full. Prima facie.”

“But can he write?”

The face of the young woman from Stanford became all angles, straight line of mouth, arched eyebrow, hand swiping lank blonde hair straight back.

Thomas turned away, thinking, I am invisible.

The cat leaped nimbly atop a garbage can and sat to lick a forepaw. She sat up and stared across at the light.

Ears gnawed, the old bitch. Yellow eyed. Thomas gave a curt nod of the head to the cat. And there it is in fur and flesh: Form and function, truth and beauty. Gulls and cats and all things that have dodged Pythagoras. Function and form becoming one thing, free, and with beauty, and a simple truth. Which comes first is the chicken and the egg. He turned back to the room.

They sat on the sofa, turned awkwardly towards each other. Their debate had moved from Frost to Segovia. And Thomas heard Richard say, “Yeah, but could Andres play the blues?”

Freeing the function from the form, the 12 bar blues.

“Yo, Tom, what do you think?”

The young woman from Stanford thought it was getting late, and that she had better get back down the peninsula. And, of course, she did not want to be there when Richard’s mother returned.

Putting on her jacket, she said, “He hasn’t said a word all evening.”

“Enigmatic,” said Richard. “I’ll call you.”

And then doors opened and closed and the young woman from Stanford appeared on the sidewalk below him, shadow long and oblique from the lamp light up the street. The cat bellied down, alert, with a tense, tight loop, a twitch, of her tail, leaping suddenly away as the young woman stepped from the curb to cross the street. The cat leaped away in the darkness, disappearing.
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Thomas Malleus lived that fall in a two bedroom one bathroom apartment in a dilapidated building near a busy corner in the Mission District. The bay window of the front room overlooking the street faced the west, and brought light into an otherwise dismal prospect. The sickly odor of cut flowers—-wilting orchids, roses in white and yellow, violets, lilacs, and others that he could give no name—-diffused through the rooms. Even the potted philodendron in the corner seemed to shy away.

The rent was due. Richard returned from paying the landlord, and went about the front room talking to each plant, smugness in his bearing.

He lived with Richard Apperley and Richard Apperley’s mother. Richard Apperley’s father, long divorced from the mother, provided an income so that Richard might attend law school. Richard indulged his passion for the cut bloom driving a delivery van for Baldocci Florists. Richard’s mother worked occasionally as a secretary in a real estate office.

What money Thomas contributed to the maintenance of this little menage was returned to him. He had worked in a mattress factory. He had worked on a fishing boat. He had ushered at the opera. He had taught small fry. He argued to no avail: He was not a dependent.

We’re family.

I’m not for sale, Richard.

No, no, not at all.

Oh Richard, just take his money, added the mother.

Mother.

After the third month, Thomas decided to leave well enough alone.

Smugness looks much like pride and coquetry, he thought, the rooster strut; but without the enlargement of bearing, the shoulders not so squared, the stance not so tall.

“You really should take an interest in flowers, Thomas. Might do wonders for your narrow, dismal view of the world.” Richard fluffed a leaf, his broad back to his friend. He wore the brown leather boots with the raised heels, rounded now at both outside corners, scuffed and worn, the same brown leather boots that he had worn in high school when his belly was flat and his hair was long and tousled and he had thought that perhaps, just perhaps, he was the fastest gun in town. Richard turned his head slightly and said over his shoulder, “Flowers open to the world. Have you noticed that?”

Sitting in the bay of the window, legs drawn up, Thomas measured the room, then turned to gaze out at the street scene. The shabby room held a couch, a wingback chair, a lamp on an end table, and a large chest before the couch, all clustered opposite plain pine shelves with books and magazines and potted plants. Richard’s mother sat back at the old oak table sipping her drink. A hallway led to the two bedrooms and a bath. Across from the oak table was a small entry alcove and just beyond that, along the wall, sat Richard’s mother’s pink and white vanity, a piece of furniture from a little girl’s room, with half round mirror now clouded and chipped at its edges, with three small drawers, and a low stool with a white seat and three pink painted legs. She used it as her desk, her catchall.

My escritoire, she explained. It fits me.

After the death of Robert Francis Kennedy, she had refused to have a television in the apartment, had canceled the Chronicle. Richard chided her for an ostrich. Thomas admired the choice, but there was little else.

The vanity irked him: her taste. And the mismatched chairs placed around the scarred table were wobbly and garishly painted in purples and yellows: her taste. The table, once varnished to a golden sheen, had been painted black and sanded and painted again; it stood resolute on stout, beautifully turned legs.

Her legs were stubby and white and veined. He heard the shuffle of Richard’s boots, the soft whistle that came when he concentrated on some task or other. He still thinks himself the gunslinger, Thomas thought. Those pretentious boots. He is taller than I am anyway. I am medium height, medium build, perhaps too thin, with brown hair and brown eyes. Common as cat shit. A brown paper sack. Everyman. He likes to look down on me.

“Mexico,” offered Richard. “About time for another road trip, Tom. Remember that roach hole we stayed at in Ensenada? The Flamingo, wasn’t it? The Flamingo Motel with those odd pink creatures like mutant cave art done up in the tile of the shower that only dribbled that thin brown stream.”

“And every morning the woman would bring an orchid.” Thomas remembered the dark woman with the white, straight teeth. “You insisted we stay.”

“I didn’t.”

“You did.”

“You got sick.”

“And you left me for dead.”

“You insisted.” Richard had stopped and turned, a long spouted watering can thrust at Thomas. “I brought you ginger ale.” He turned away, examining now the broad green leaf of the philodendron. “Besides, it was only dysentery.”

“You two,” came from Richard’s mother.

“Dorothy,” said Richard, “women do not have the vote in this our democracy of landed masculinity.”

She snorted and giggled.

Giggled. Thomas turned to look at the woman. Her bright round innocent eyes and pouting mouth. She wore a tattered pink housecoat.

A car passed too quickly up the street, turning north onto Dolores, slowing without stopping, motor laboring, sputtering, then away with a sudden squeal of tire.  

He turned away:


... wherever I am, 

Being the creature of literature I am,

I shall not lack for pain to keep me awake.



Frost again. Not beautiful perhaps, but pertinent. It was only dysentery: my epitaph.

“This is looking better,” Richard said, rubbing the plant’s thick leaf between his thumb and fingers. “Philodendros, the loving tree.” He turned again with his watering can. “I’ll finance the venture; you drive. Detest driving.”

“I’ll be your gun bearer, sahib.”

“Spot on. We can go down to that place on the gulf side with the jungle.”

“Mulege.”

“The same. Climate hot and humid. Women the same. We shall seek out the dark skinned temptress. Cherchez la femme. Suchen sie Weib.” He jabbed with his can, sloshing water onto the threadbare rug.

“Not likely.”

“Richard,” came Dorothy’s whine. “You’re wetting.”

“I am the piper,” Richard said to her.

Imagine his surprise, thought Thomas Malleus, come Monday, when he finds I’ve gone for good without him. The military or Mexico? Indecision. Still. But it’s all but done. I  have signed the papers, and I am now government property. “You are the grim peeper,” he said.

“What?” she asked. “What did he say?”

“He never says anything, Mother. My laconic friend.”

But not your beast of burden; no mule me.


I gee to the mule, but the mule don't gee;

So I hit him side the head with an old oak tree.



Leadbelly. My lot in life.

I had the album. She has it now. Or not.

Say something, she had said. I had asked her to marry me and she had laughed a reply, a shake of her head that was neither yes nor no. Marry me, I had said. And she had answered, And how will you feed me? Iambs do not a meal quite make. Her shake of head became her 'no' as I stood empty chested and dizzy. Say something, she had said.

“He makes his remarks,” Richard’s mother snapped. “I’m surprised you two manage to live under the same roof. The Monarch and the Malcontent.”

“Now, Mother. It’s simply indecision on his part. Infested with indecision. Doesn’t know whether to shit or go blind.”

“Richard. Really.”

Indigestion. He gives me that telling look, and walks away.

Passing the table, Richard flicked the can at his mother who raised a hand, flinching. He laughed and pushed through the curtained doorway to the kitchen. He returned pointing a finger at Thomas. “How often have I seen you squirm around here reading one more page, writing one more line, smoking one more cigarette. Do I heed my bowel’s insistence and go?” He stepped through the curtain and raised an upturned hand. “Or do I heed my cerebrum’s urgings not to yield to the baser instincts?” The other hand came up and turned. He looked at one then the other.

He walked to the shelves and addressed the potted plants. “He thinks entirely too much. Don’t you think so? Go or don’t go. Like that.” And snapped his fingers. “To poo or not to poo. That is the question. Alas, poor urine.”

Thomas turned away. Beneath him the gray crosseyed cat sat at the curb regarding pigeons and gulls fluttering about the eaves. Her head turned this way and that.

“How many times that happen, podjo?” Richard said. “Like to go to a movie," I say. You can’t decide. Like to get a beer. You can’t decide. Shoot up a little horse? You can’t decide. Can’t decide shit.”

“Richard.”

“Mind yer own beeswax, woman.”

“Defecate,” his mother said. “Defecate is the proper word.” Her legs were crossed at the knee and her foot bobbed in time to some tune; she gazed absently at her toes.

“Make a decision for Christ sake,” Richard said, sitting heavily down upon the couch.

Dust motes rose in the lamp light.

Dorothy stood and emptied her glass, head tilted back, a little shake for the last drop. She started for the kitchen, pushed the beaded curtain aside, then turned back to the room. “I’m fixing dinner,” she announced.

“Say something,” Richard said.

Water hissed, splurted, and rattled the plates and pans already stacked in the sink. A cabinet door squeaked.

From the kitchen, her shrill voice said, “You boys want the rice and hamburger goop or the sauerkraut and sausage tonight? Or are you hungry at all?”

“God damn it, Tom, I just don’t get it. Stand mute, ya sorry bastard. I don’t give a shit.”

“Excrement,” Thomas said softly.

“Saurerkraut, Mother. We’re hungry. At least I am. Far be it for me to speak for the shithead.”

“Anybody want anything? I’m coming out.”

“A beer,” Richard said as his mother appeared.

“Too late, hee hee,” she said, and sat on the low stool before her vanity. “God helps them who help themselves.” She gave her son a tight lipped, silly grin.

He gave her a finger.

She laughed out loud.

“What did Mr. Camden say to your proposal?” Thomas asked

“What?”

“You were going to talk to Mr. Camden about a possible deferment for me.”

A wrinkled brow and pursed lips from Richard as he pretended consideration.

“Called over there two days ago,” he said finally. “Out of town.”

“Alden Camden?” Dorothy asked. “He was your father’s friend.”

“Still is.”

“He was in advertising.” She moved the knickknacks absently across the top of the vanity. She posed for herself in the vanity mirror. "Or something. What did he want?"

“Still is. He don't. We do. The military industrial complex will have its way: Might makes right: will take two wrongs and make them right. As rain water. Two Wongs, the Chinese place up on Market.

“And?” asked Thomas.

“And it’s on the agenda. See him tomorrow at the Senator’s rally. He’ll take care of it. We got your back, man. Don’t sweat it. I can’t imagine you in the Army of the Republic. Good God.” He crossed an ankle over a knee, tapped fingers on a boot heel. “Alden offered our friend here a job. Did I tell you about that, Mother?”

Stretching her arms out to the side, she stood. She adjusted her housecoat, and turned for the kitchen. “If he’s a friend of your father, he’s charity itself.”

Richard laughed. “A nasty jab.”

“I have dinner to see to.”

And two Wrights made an airplane. To fly away.

“‘I discover myself on the verge of a usual mistake,’” Thomas said. He will be offended when the truth comes to him. Poor Richard. Asked for a rare favor, he did nothing. My exodus will be his nasty jab.  

“Whitless again. Spare me,” Richard said. “Sung entirely too damn much of himself for my tastes.” He oomfed as he stood and followed his mother towards the kitchen. Standing in the doorway, he said to his mother, “Thomas turned him down. Didn’t want the job. Didn’t care much for Alden’s politics.”

“Politics? Oh my goodness. Politics?” He heard her distant voice and the opening and closing of the refrigerator. Water ran.

“He claimed to be a Republican,” Thomas said. “Antichrists cannot commingle with Republicans.”

“Mother, did you hear that? Two complete sentences. It’s perhaps historic.”

“Scoff,” said Thomas.

“Could have made a lot of money, Wordsmith. You could crank out ads like water off a duck’s back.” Richard disappeared into the kitchen. The refrigerator opened and closed. Stepping back through the beaded curtain, he drank and swallowed and said, “All else fails, you can always get into the National Guard. Bend a little. ‘Dulce et decorem est pro patria mori.’”

“Has he talked to Father Gorman?” came Dorothy’s voice.

Courage’s Stout, the squat brown bottle. His current favorite.

She said from the kitchen, voiced raised again, “Deferments can be based on religious grounds. Or family needs. Has he asked?”

Richard raised a foot onto the vanity’s stool and leaned on the upraised leg. “I’m sure he hasn’t
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