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The Draft Notice

LEE CLARKE WOULD LATER THINK OF THE MORNING HE received his draft notice as perceptibly freighted, as though he’d woken up knowing it was on its way to meet his hand; but really it was just another neutral, blinding day in Southern California, his second-floor apartment resting on stilts and leaning toward the greenish, brownish ocean. He was lying in bed, looking up at the ceiling, the minor scents of slow-baking dumpster trash and the rot of low-tide leaking in through the louvered windows. His thoughts were various, ungovernable: he was not in love with Cal, but he did want to take her to the botanical gardens that afternoon. Cal had said she would come to him the night before, and he’d gone to sleep understanding she’d soon arrive and wake him up, but now the night had passed and he was still alone.

The mailman’s key-jangling approach brought Lee to a sitting position. He enjoyed watching the delivery of the mail because the previous tenant had drawn a retching face on the door’s interior, the mail slot a downturned mouth, so that when the mail came through it looked like the face was spewing onto the parquet flooring. There was the scrape and clack of the slot and now the mail slipped into the apartment. Lee crossed the room, collected the mail, and brought it back to bed with him. At the bottom of the stack was a letter sent by the Selective Service. Lee opened this and learned he’d been drafted to fight in the war in Vietnam, and that he was to report for his physical examination in two weeks’ time.

He’d been kicked out of UCLA after an event of violence between himself and another student, and his draft officer had warned him that his deferment status would be lifted. But the officer had given him twelve weeks before he might conceivably receive such a letter, and it had only been six weeks, so it was an unpleasant surprise to find himself in this position. He’d planned on re-enrolling at LACC, but the machine moved with superior speed than he had, and now here was the draft notice, which began with the word, Greeting. The absence of an s set the letter’s tone, which was intended to resound in the mind’s ear as the voice of a truth one could not ever get away from: artless, spare, with no trace of comradeship. He read it through several times, then moved to the window, to look out at the ocean, as people like to do in times of strife. He had the sense he’d lost a coin toss but that the terms of the game were far too grave for the method of play—the bingo reality of one draft number meaning life, another death or potential death.

Lee reached for the phone on the floor beside the bed. He called his draft officer Mr. Dewey, but Mr. Dewey didn’t pick up and Lee was routed back to a secretary. “How can I help you?” she wanted to know.

“I’m trying to get in touch with my draft officer, Mr. Dewey.”

“And what is this concerning?”

“The draft, being drafted.”

“Ah,” said the secretary. She took down his particulars and said Mr. Dewey would be in touch. Lee hung up and called Cal, but her line was busy. He showered and tried Cal again, but her line still was busy. He was watching the telephone when it rang: Mr. Dewey. Lee had spoken to Mr. Dewey twice before and was struck again by the man’s sorrowful gentleness, the seeming misalignment of his temperament and position. Lee explained about the draft notice and Mr. Dewey said, “Now, that’s strange.”

“Yes,” said Lee, nodding. “Because you told me I wouldn’t see anything for three months at least.”

“That’s right, and you shouldn’t have.”

“So what happened?”

“I can’t claim to know, Mr. Clarke.”

“But are you saying a mistake’s been made?”

“I don’t believe I’m saying that, no.”

“But you’re thinking something can be done?”

“I don’t believe I’m saying that, either. Understand that we’re talking about a large piece of machinery, here.”

“But if something is wrong, it’s wrong, right?”

“True enough, as statements go. But I’m not saying this is wrong, I’m saying it’s strange.”

“But when something is strange, it’s because it’s wrong.”

“I’m disinclined to agree with that. And again, Mr. Clarke, we’re talking about a large piece of machinery.”

“And what does that mean?”

“It means that a discussion regarding the subtle yet in this case significant difference between strange and wrong is hard to parse in the din.”

Lee felt he was being prodded by a stick down a chute and into a black room he was instinctively afraid of, and he made sounds with his mouth and throat that described this feeling. Mr. Dewey had heard these noises before and was not alarmed by them; he spoke calmly as he offered his response: “Here, now. Hold it a minute. Why don’t you give me a couple of hours to look into this and I’ll let you know what I find out, how does that sound, all right?” He asked Lee to come by his office that afternoon, and Lee said he would be there. He was hanging up when Cal opened the door, watching him with a blank expression as she crossed the entryway and made for the bathroom. She took a forty-five-second shower and came out in a towel. She dropped the towel and got into bed with Lee. “I’m too tired to make love, so you can just forget about that, Lee Clarke.” She put his hand on her right breast and it sat there, leaden. She rolled onto her stomach, burying her face in the pillow, voice muffled as she asked, “Who was on the phone?”

“Draft officer.”

Cal lay still a moment. “Why were you talking to your draft officer?”

“Because I got my draft notice in the mail this morning.”

Cal rose up to rest on her elbow. She asked to see the letter and Lee passed it to her. After she read it she said, “You told me you had time to re-enroll.”

“That’s what my draft officer had said.”

“Did you remind him?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d he say?”

“He says it’s strange.”

“But obviously there’s been a mistake. What else did he say?”

“He’s looking into it.”

She pointed at the letter. “See, he wouldn’t be looking into anything if he didn’t know they’d made a mistake.”

“He’s drawing the line at strange.” Lee gripped her pointing finger. “I tried to get him to say it was fixable but he wouldn’t commit.”

“Of course it’s fixable.”

“Why wouldn’t he say so, then?”

“It’s fixable, it’s fixable.” She rolled over and stared at the ceiling, the letter folded in her hand.

“Big night?” Lee asked.

“Regular-sized.” After a while she took up the draft notice and reread it. She breathed and thought. “Jesus Christ, Lee!” she said.






Cal

LEE MET CAL AT A HAMBURGER STAND ONE AFTERNOON two years earlier, three weeks after he’d arrived in California from Concrete, Washington. He was slightly drunk and she was very stoned. She was barefoot, and he feigned outrage that society had devolved to the point where a young woman should have her shoes stolen in broad daylight. He bought her a cheeseburger and she ate it. He suggested he might walk her home and she shrugged. The sidewalk was hot; she hopped from one foot to the other and Lee offered to carry her. She stepped up on a bus bench and waved him in, turning him around by his shoulders and climbing onto his back. They set out for her apartment, Cal speaking quietly into his ear: “Left at the stop sign. Right at the liquor store. See that pink building at the end of the block?” She was heavier than she looked, but Lee was rich in the energy his youth afforded him and he kept his struggle hidden away, climbing the steps to her third-floor apartment with a dry brow and only lightly panting. Sufficiently impressed, and recognizing a sport when she saw one, she invited him in, brewed a pot of tea, and made love to him on an uneven pile of pillows on the floor in the living room. Lee was both elated and scandalized; only days prior he had been living in the social reality of small-town America—going steady, with second base the strict border for nice girls, and no clear path to home save a hat-in-hand marriage proposal. Now he looked at his watch and wondered at the fact that ninety minutes earlier he had not known this person existed. They dressed and drank the tea, now gone cold. Cal’s attentions drifted and she explained she had homework to do; she was working on a fine arts degree, also at UCLA. Lee walked the ten blocks to his apartment, asking himself how she would describe what had just happened to a third party. That night he felt an agitation of desire that was partly sexual but mostly made up of a curiosity prompted by the look of already-knowing in her eyes. Cal, huh, he thought. He returned to her apartment in the morning and she welcomed him in and was friendly to him, but they didn’t make love on the pillows, and she addressed him throughout the visit not as Lee but as House Calls. He took this to mean she didn’t want him to come unless he was invited, and all through the following long week he was not invited, so he didn’t come. Finally there was a knock on Lee’s door, and Cal stood with her arms crossed, asking, “Are you House Calls or aren’t you?”

She was the daughter of East Coast intellectuals, exotic to Lee in terms of her arcane intellect, just as he was exotic to her in his unspoiled antiurbanity. One morning she informed him he was a patrician redneck; when he asked what that meant she said, “You iron your T-shirts.” When he asked if that was good or bad she shrugged and answered, “Who’s to say, honey? It’s working for me, is all I know.” She liked that he was free from ironic detachment, but she also knew he had the raw materials to be whatever stripe of man he wanted to be. She brought him dense books written by touchy men with dire opinions of humanity; she took him to movies that didn’t make sense, apparently on purpose. This sometimes led to sidewalk quarrels, with Cal defending this or that film-maker’s aesthetic, and Lee speaking on behalf of clarity and what he called the obligation to the paying customer. He was game to take in all manner of culture, but he had an unshakable sense for order, and more often than not he saw in the obscure a hidden lack in the artist, charlatanry disguised as oracular wisdom. Cal agreed this was a possibility but asked Lee not to use the phrase paying customer again, and he promised that he wouldn’t.

Cal’s friends were a sleazy group, druggy and dark in the eyes, clad in scarves and leather, generally nihilistic in their worldview, and terminally unimpressed with the ample sunshine their location afforded them. They were great ones for asides, sharing their private knowledges with one another but making no effort to conceal Lee’s exclusion. None of them appeared to go to school, or hold paying positions; when Lee asked after their life’s plans, they couldn’t hide their shock of contempt at the banality of the question. What did they say to Cal about Lee when he wasn’t around? And what did she say in reply? At the start of their courtship Cal was keen to attempt a blending of Lee’s world and theirs; but soon enough she saw the chasm was too vast, and she ceased inviting him around to her apartment, preferring to stay over at his, where such elements couldn’t touch them. Sometimes Cal and this grim clique went into the city and she wouldn’t come back until the next day, with vague explanations of where she’d been and what she’d done. On such nights, Lee suffered. Cal encouraged him to see other girls if he wanted to, and from time to time he made semiserious attempts at this, but his heart was mired in the older model, the notion of faithfulness and partnership. Cal was sympathetic to a point but she refused to accept anything like criticism from Lee in regards her time away from him. He held no check over her, and she had told him several times, in the face of his hangdog petulance, that she would understand if he felt he couldn’t go through with it. This led to schisms during which time they would not be in touch but invariably, after a few days or a week, they returned to one another with a sense of relief that was mutual and real-feeling, so that neither could deny they were paired, which isn’t to say that their relationship was ever going to be free from complication.

One night Lee’s phone rang at three o’clock in the morning. It was Cal, and she said, “I’m stranded.”

“Stranded where?”

“The Pantry. Can you come get me?”

Lee yawned. “Why don’t you ask one of your fuckhead bullshit friends?”

“I don’t want to ask my fuckhead bullshit friends, I want to ask you.”

“Take a taxi.”

“No, you.” Her voice was small; something was wrong.

“What happened?” Lee asked.

She sighed. “What happened is past. The pressing contemporary issue is: Are you going to come get me or aren’t you?”

“I don’t know if I am.”

“Right. Well, I’m going to go sit back down and wait for you to figure it out, okay?”

“Okay.”

She hung up, and Lee stared at nothing for thirty seconds, then got up and got dressed. It was quiet on the streets; the air held the cold of the ocean, but as he drove inland he could feel the residual warmth of the day coming up off the pavement. He was wearing a white T-shirt, chinos, and dirty white tennis shoes without socks. The windows were down and everything was making just enough sense for him to feel more or less serene.

Cal was sitting at the lunch counter next to a late middle-aged man with a sunworn face and a frayed straw hat perched at the back of his head. He was describing large and consequential movements with his hands; Cal was smiling sleepily up at him, her chin resting on her palm. When she saw Lee approaching, she straightened, pointed, and said to the man, “I told you! Pay up!” Her eyeliner was smudged, her hair was bent; clasping Lee’s bicep, she said, “This is Duke. He knows all about farm equipment.”

Duke shook Lee’s hand. “Industrial farm equipment.” He pulled out his wallet and passed a dollar bill to Cal, who explained to Lee, “We had a bet about whether or not you’d show.” Now Duke stood away from his stool, grinning at Cal and Lee. “Go get ’em, little babies,” he said. After he left, Cal paid for her coffee with the dollar, then she and Lee walked out to the Ford, not talking. As Lee turned west on Olympic, Cal lay her head on his lap and shut her eyes.

“Hey,” said Lee.

“What.”

“What happened?”

“Bad time.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Is there someone I’m supposed to kill?”

“No, it’s not like that.”

They drove in silence. She was asleep by the time they got back to the beach, and in the morning she wouldn’t be drawn out other than to say she should’ve known better, and that she wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

There were further incidents. They went to an apartment-warming party in Santa Monica for a school friend of Cal’s. Lee and Cal were sitting on the couch chatting with the host when Cal suddenly grew rigid. Lee looked up and saw a man standing across the room staring at Cal in a state of anguish. Cal whispered to Lee, “Do me a favor, pretend you’re my boyfriend.” As Lee sat with his arm draped protectively over Cal’s shoulder he cycled through the emotions of confusion, shame, outrage. The anguished man soon left the party and Cal relaxed, kissing Lee on the cheek and thanking him. Lee withdrew into a sulk; driving home, Cal asked Lee what he was unhappy about.

He said, “When do you want me to stop pretending?”

“Pretending what?”

“That I’m your boyfriend.”

She turned to look at him. “Whenever you want.”

“And what if I don’t want to stop?”

“Then don’t.”

Cal saw Lee as a model of 1950s masculinity, and while she couldn’t deny her desire for and enjoyment of him, she was a little disappointed in herself that she had succumbed to the antique figurehead. Lee saw Cal as a winning combination of sex appeal and intelligence. He admired her, and her influence made him glad, uneasy. They eventually came to an agreement of monogamy, at least according to the standards of the era, but there was no discussion between them relating to anything other than the present and immediate future. It was both complex and simple at the same time, and Lee sometimes wondered if he wasn’t better off out of it. But he did love Cal, no matter what he told himself when he was alone.






The Event of Violence

LEE HAD COME TO STUDY AT UCLA NOT OWING TO ANY scholastic ambition but because the school’s location appealed to his sense of adventure. He took as his major land surveying, something he was not particularly interested in, and something he might just as easily have studied at the University of Washington in Seattle. But he was keen to experience new social systems, and to get out from under the permanent gray ceiling of Washington state. He had arrived in Los Angeles in the Ivy League uniform he’d assembled ahead of his departure from Concrete: the sport coat and button-down Arrow shirt, the medium-wide necktie, cuffed slacks, penny loafers. He wished to impart seriousness, maturity; almost as soon as he arrived in Los Angeles, however, he understood that he was fully a step behind. In the summer of 1965, one did not yet see men in flowing robes with hair to their shoulders, but that aesthetic element was forming, a culture coming into bloom. Lee couldn’t fully grasp what it was all about; those taking part spoke of a new stripe of freedom, a freedom unknown to their forebears, and this sounded positive to Lee. But it also seemed to be some kind of antihygiene movement, and Lee, having grown up in a working-class household, was prohygiene. Despite this, there was an instinctive appeal to the notion of uncharted behaviors, and across his first year in Los Angeles, and by way of Cal’s casual guidance, he’d let his hair grow an inch or two longer than he had before, and he did away with the Vitalis and cologne.

Cal had one foot in her studies and one in the new freedoms camp, and she spoke to Lee of what was coming up for the youth of America and the world. “According to the architects, it’s going to be a complete undressing of moral tradition and societal standards, with nothing forbidden save forbidding. The ultimate aim, they say, is universal love.”

“Which is what?”

“Everyone takes everyone else at face value and accepts them for who they are, damaged, imperfect, the works.”

“Just like that.”

“They’re not saying it’s not going to be a process.”

“The architects aren’t.”

“No.”

“But do you believe in it?”

“Let’s call it a tall order.”

“Impractical.”

“Sure.”

“Where do you see it going?”

She nodded. “Once the money pigs figure out a way to turn a profit off the culture, and it’s going to take about ten seconds, they will, then the whole thing’ll eat itself and collapse under the weight of its own disorderly excess.”

“Then what?”

“A great overcorrection in the opposite direction and it’ll be worse than it ever was.”

“Is the new freedom movement itself an overcorrection?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not making a very strong case for taking part.”

“You should take part because it’s going to be fun.”

“But I’m already having fun.”

“New freedoms, new fun,” she said. “Better fun, funner fun.”

It was Cal who had invited Lee to the party that led to the event of violence. The party took place in a haggard old mansion on the edge of the UCLA campus. Lee arrived alone, entering the house with a six-pack under his arm and stepping into a bank of smoke. Several of these new freedom types were in attendance, but Lee could place none of them as being linked to Cal. He was aware that his presence as an outsider, and one not directly engaging with the culture, was causing little ripples of discomfort among the attendants, and he tried to make his face easy to show them he was peaceable. He looked into this and that room but couldn’t find Cal. He came into the mansion’s main parlor, where the new freedom crowd had gathered around a sectional, twenty or more of them, eyes blurred, mouths fixed in scowlish smiles.

“Cal?” he called, to no response. “Has anyone seen Cal?”

“Cal Worthington?” asked a sneering voice.

Lee sat in an itchy love seat, its arms wrapped in duct tape, and he popped the top on a can of beer. The group was studying him frankly, now; one among them stood out as the leader, a rangy, handsome blond with shaggy hair and a beard, so much as he could grow one. He was wearing sandals. That a grown man would expose his feet in a public setting went against Lee’s sense of propriety, and he felt shame on the man’s behalf. The blond was staring at Lee.

“Want a beer?” Lee asked.

“No thanks, Dad,” the blond answered. He stood up from the group and came to sit on the floor before Lee, legs folded, a joint in his hand.

“Why don’t you pull up a seat,” said Lee.

“I’ve got a seat.”

“You’re sitting on the floor.”

“I sit on the earth.”

“It’s linoleum.”

The blond smoked his joint and watched Lee drinking his beer. The way he looked at Lee was hard, but the blond, Lee could see, was soft. What he possessed was boldness. His acolytes, likely used to such performances as this, were snickering nervously. Something was happening, and the herd was anxious in its waiting for the something to materialize. Their silence made space for the realization of the interaction.

“Well, how you doing?” Lee asked.

“Just fine,” the blond answered. “How are you?”

“Also fine.”

“Feeling normal?”

“Sure.”

“You’re feeling the normality?”

“Sure.”

“He’s normal, he’s feeling it,” the blond said over his shoulder. He took a big swallowing hit off the joint and held it out for Lee. Lee had smoked marijuana three or four times but found it made him dislike himself, and so he’d sworn it off. He held up his beer, wagging the can; the blond said, “That stuff’s no good.”

“It makes me sing and dance,” Lee said.

This provoked a laugh among certain of the new freedom types, surprised by Lee’s show of spirit. The blond waved his crowd down and turned back to Lee, leaning in. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Why are you here?”

“Same reason as you, I’d imagine.”

“That’s doubtful.”

“Is it?”

“Highly doubtful.”

“Perhaps you have a doubting nature.”

“Why don’t you answer the question.”

“Okay. I was told there was a party, and here I am.”

“But who invited you?”

“Cal.”

The blond looked over his shoulder. “Is there a Cal here? There’s no Cal here.” He turned back to Lee. “Where are you from, even?” he asked.

“I live in Venice.”

“No, man. Where are you from?”

“All right. You’ll enjoy this. I’m from Concrete, Washington.”

This brought a long smile to the blond’s face. He pointed a finger at the sitting figure of Lee. “This man is a Concretian,” he told his crowd. “He drinks a golden elixir from the aluminum well of his father’s father’s father.”

The laughter among the group was the relieved laughter that accompanied victory, and Lee decided it was time to go. There were too many of them to face down, and he felt there was no way he might redeem himself, retreat the only option other than violence, which seemed inappropriate in the setting. “Right,” he said, standing up from the love seat.

“You’re not leaving?” the blond asked, mock-crestfallen. “We’re just getting to know each other.”

“I’ve got to get going. If you see Cal, tell her I’ve come and gone.”

“Cal Worthington?” the sneering voice repeated. The laughter was ongoing and the blond in particular was joyous in his domination, calling out to Lee’s retreating figure, “Stay! Tell us of your traditions and rituals! Take us to your neon cave paintings! Sing us a selection from the songbook of the factory floor!” Lee left the party hot in the face, the cackling ringing in his ears. He crossed the street and sat in his car and drank the rest of his six-pack, picking out clever rejoinders he might have offered up to the blond, but these were a cold comfort, and anyway, there was no way to win an argument of wits with a group so certain of their rightness. Soon the beer was gone, and Cal still nowhere in sight. Lee was warming up the Ford for the drive home when he saw the blond, alone now, leaving the party. Lee watched him, disliking everything about him, even the way he moved, with an affected slouch, as if the very idea of good posture was old guard. The blond walked up the sidewalk and toward campus. Lee turned the car off. He slipped out onto the sidewalk, following quietly, at a distance.

Fistfights among the boys and men of Concrete were common enough, and Lee had fought more times than he could recall, but he was not one who had enjoyed these exercises, was not by nature one who often rose to anger, and he’d not been in a fight or anything like a fight since he left Washington state two years earlier. But he understood he would now endeavor to harm the blond with physical violence, and while he did not excite at this, neither was he afraid. It seemed a necessary errand, a chore that needed doing. The campus was quiet, empty, dark; Lee increased the pace of his step and as he drew near, the blond heard his footfall, paused, and turned. Squinting at the approaching silhouette, he asked, “Concrete? What are you doing?”

There was a style of man who needed to work himself into a lather ahead of a fistfight, usually by way of threatening language and vulgarity; but Lee had always felt such performances marred the clean communication of violence, and he said nothing in answer to the question. The blond was shifting in his sandals. There was, at the edge of his conscious mind, the understanding that he was on the cusp of ceding control; but still and he clung to his wise attitude, his belief he was safe in his superiority. “You’re not thinking of dusting off the masculine bloodletting performance, are you? The Cro-Magnon song and dance?” Lee hit him in the teeth with a straight right and the blond dropped to the ground, where he lay stilly, soundless as snowfall
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