Keeping Promises  22. 

     I hadn’t flown since early ’67.  Since then I’d taken a degree in Aeronautics and had heard lots of stories about wings falling off, distracting games between Pilots and stewardesses, planes dropping out of the sky.  My flight to Philadelphia would go by way of Denver.  I’d be gone about a month and a half and would travel farther east than I ever had before, (or since by this writing.)  I had been planning this trip in one form or another since Sixth Grade and had wanted to see the East Coast much longer than that.  On the day of my departure, July 2, 1976, I received the June issue of Galaxy Magazine in Braille.  Jerry Pournelle’s article this time, was about Dr. Gerard O’Neil and The High Frontier.  This was supposed to be up-to-the-minute space pioneering stuff.  Build an electromagnet catapult on the moon, fling lunar Fling lunch rock to a LaGrange point, (a position in the earth-moon system where stuff stays in place relative to both planets.)  Solar mirrors would then smelt the lunar ore for metals extraction.  Oxygen could be processed out of the slag.  Rotating cities, huge centrifugal cylinders with vast window areas could be built and pressurized.  Farms and forests could be planted in the artificial gravity, to grow in the filtered sunlight admitted through the space-manufactured glass.   

     It was a big dream and a bold dream, but not a particularly new one.  I’d been reading Clarke and Von Braun for a decade now, not to mention Asimov, Heinlein and Dyson.  Lunar catapults, LeGrangean stations and space cities with centrifugal gravity weren’t new, just overdue.  The beat was a little different but the song was essentially the same.  It was a wonderful article though and a poignant link between the past, (circa 9th-grade Science days,) and what many of us still hoped would be our future.  The trip I was making now was in a sense, much like the article.  It too seemed overdue in many ways but it would be, I hoped, a glimpse of my own future.  

     I’d set my sights on Philadelphia and July ’76 back in Grade school when I’d first read of the American Centennial at which many of the latest inventions and scientific wonders had first been brought to the attention of the nation.  I’d assumed that something similar must take place in 1976 and center around Philadelphia, the seat of the Continental Congress.  I’d imagined the event as primarily a scientific and technical exposition and with the optimism of the young, imagined myself as an already accomplished designer/builder of air and space craft.  As the nation’s second century drew to a close it became clear there would be a Bi-centennial celebration which would run through the entire year and would touch every community in America.  A concentration of scientific and technical accomplishment, it would not be in particular and though I’d invented some things there was nothing of special merit on a national scale.  I had however, done reasonably well with my writings and publicity activities and by the time ’76 arrived I’d actually been Keeping Warm a Bi-centennial project for two years already.  

     In the spring of ’74 when my roommate and I had come up with the first crude line and dot representation of an American Flag, we had no very clear idea what we had.  When I first presented to The Sons Of The American Revolution the notion of putting flags in Braille, I think I had in mind a three or four-page handout to be sent to anyone who wanted it, allowing a blind person to feel what our flag looked like.  From the beginning I anticipated thermoforming copies from paper masters, with stick-on stars and contrasting textures to represent colors. 

     As the project got talked over through the intervening year and a half or so, it became clear that a variety of flag versions might be desirable.  We’d want of course, the original 13-star flag, usually associated with The Revolutionary War.  We’d also likely want the 48-star flag under which most of my father’s generation had fought.  Others had their own personal favorites. 

     George Paynton, Jim and Val’s dad and current chapter president, took special charge of the flag project on behalf of the S.A.R. in Seattle.  Some funding was arranged so I could get started.  Val, under her dad’s urging and somewhat against her will I suspect, was delegated as my assistant in the flag-master production phase.  We worked, sometimes in the Undergraduate Library, sometimes up in one of the Engineering buildings, using an empty classroom.  

     We started with historical encyclopedias and other reference texts, looking up flags and historical events associated with specific banners.  I’d decided to go with a book of ten flags, each accompanied by a brief historical note.  This seemed to be a reasonable scope for the budget we had.  One of the S.A.R. members had an ancestor in the Battle of Bennington, where Ethan Allen of the Green Mountain Boys had derived much of his fame.  This was right off the bat, the most difficult to make and to mind, of incidental historical interest.  Stars were arranged in a horseshoe configuration, with a star each to right and left of the shoe. Within the shoe was the number 77, the date of the Battle of Bennington.  Stripes were arranged with red on the outer edges, unlike other American flags where white is outermost.   

     The so-called Betsy Ross flag, which was neither designed nor originally sewn by her, had a circle of 13 stars on a blue field, with white and red stripes arranged from top edge to bottom, WRWRWRWRWRWRW.  In 1792 after the admission of Vermont and Kentucky into The Union, a 15-star, 15-stripe flag was introduced, but later flags were normalized at 13 stripes with the addition only of a single star for each new state.  Other flags in the book were the Star Spangled Banner which flew over The War of 1812, the flag which was adopted after The Mexican War and the Gaston Purchase.  The Civil War Union Flag of 36 stars, The 45-star flag carried during the Spanish American War and the 48 and 50-star banners which recognized respectively the admission of Arizona, then Alaska and Hawaii.  

     We ran into one spot of political trouble, mostly because of a couple of old coots, over my request that the Confederate flag be shown on a facing page opposite the Union Flag.  This was the only real argument I ever heard at an S.A.R. meeting and it got ridiculously bitter.  I agreed to submit to a vote of the members and of course lost the vote.  I graciously reduced the booklet to a nine-flag edition.  

     Val and I finished the masters pretty quickly and I paid her partly out of pocket, partly out of reader funds.  She was planning a trip to The Soviet Union at end of summer and needed cash.  I thermoformed about fifty copies of the book in all.  Mom helped me put together a very attractive display copy, color-coordinated with red tape and a blue Bicentennial logo, which showed up well on the evening news when I made a formal presentation to the Seattle Library for The Blind.  “Thanks to the work of a Seattle man, the blind will for the first time, See the American flag this Bicentennial year.”  I was also featured on a 4th of July Television special, in which my project was covered in a bit more detail.  I appeared operating the thermoform, talking about my project and my feelings about the future of our country.  

     Like the project itself, my upcoming itinerary had evolved over the last few months.  I planned certainly to visit Philadelphia on the 4th.  That was the one unmovable.  Since I had relatives in Ohio and Michigan, I’d sojourn there for a while as well.  I also wanted to make this trip not only a patriotic pilgrimage but a recognition of certain resources for the blind, for which I was quite grateful. 

     The first of these stops being the Seattle Library, I also intended the present copies to The Clovernook Printing House For the Blind in Cincinnati, Ohio and the national circulating Library in Philadelphia.  At this point Dr. Mueller at the University of Washington got involved with the project when I made a comment about it during a casual conversation one afternoon.  Doc asked me for some sample flags so I gave him a 13-star banner and a couple of the more modern examples.  He forwarded these to Retired General Arthur Trudeau of Chevy Chase Maryland, who was then very active on many political and patriotic boards.  General Trudeau helped arranged tours for me in the D.C. area.  Meanwhile Dr. Mueller contacted friends and former students in Philadelphia and in Eastern Ohio where he grew up, arranging some help for me along my way.  

     I had some trouble with financing.  In 1974 I’d asked for $170.00 to fund a modest project.  I intended to pay myself reasonably from this amount and take all responsibility for production and mailing.  This proposal was still being used two years later.  At a meeting in late Spring of ’76, an S.A.R. compatriot said magnanimously, “Let’s just give him an even $200.00.”  That was nice, but the project had expanded by now to include considerable travel on my part.  Of course my offer to go to D.C. was snapped up as a particularly juicy plum.  I was representing Seattle and the S.A.R. in the nation’s Capital, even though being adopted, of uncertain ancestry and very possibly illegitimate, I could not be a member.  

     While the good fellowship was going on at the finance meeting, Hiram Smith, an aged member and retired attorney, contributed $100 out of his pocket.  Joe Marshall with whom I was working closely on the project, told me I’d now have $300 dollars to help finance me.  This seemed fair since my tickets from Seattle to Philly, on to Washington, back to Detroit and finally returning to Seattle, totaled in excess of $450.  I’d be making my own way down to Ohio I thought, possibly by bus, and would need accommodations in most of the places I stopped.  I had several hundred dollars of my own, but the Sons were supposedly sponsoring my project. 

     I spent about $100 buying sheets of plastic Braille, gummed foil teacher’s stars, glue, book covers and plastic comb binders to complete the slip volumes.  Mrs. Horsey of the Seattle School System bookbindery donated her services to help turn out an attractive final product.  At this point I asked for the balance of my money.  George Paynton, who was my liaison with the Chapter on this project, said I would be receiving about $30.00.  I asked how could this be.  Was not $300 budgeted?  George said he felt Joe Marshall had misled me somewhat.  When Hi Smith had contributed $100, the treasurer had withdrawn $100 or the originally budgeted money, leaving the total at $200.  I then asked why I wasn’t receiving at least the balance of the $200.  Mr. Paynton said it was the feeling of the group that I hadn’t really been spending that much on materials and didn’t need the money.  I pointed out that I had travel expenses and was told that was a trip I was intending to take in any case.  I pointed out that I’d added some stops for the sake of the project.  In the end I spent a very long, tedious time on the phone with Mr. Smith getting permission to use his largess for travel money.  (All of this for a project which was originally meant to be a cash and carry deal, books produced, no travelling undertaken! 

     George Paynton gave me $30 of his own money to help me out, for which he was supposed to be reimbursed by the Chapter, but never was.  I got $160 total for a project from which the Seattle S.A.R. took enormous credit.  I had enough for a couple nights in hotels, plus my tickets.  That would have to do for now.  Admittedly I was not very good then at advocating for myself monetarily, nor am I particularly, now. 

     Mom drove me to Sea-Tac Airport and left me at the departure area.  I spent about five-and-a-half hours, counting the layover in Denver crossing the country.  Through the Denver to Philly leg I spent most of the time being pummeled and head-butted by a baby girl sitting next to me.  Her parents asked me repeatedly if their was bothering me, but no, it had been quite some time now since I’d been able to play with a baby and it was rather fun.  

     I was met in Philadelphia by Joe and Kathi Site.  Joe was one of Dr. Mueller’s former grad students who’d left Seattle in the mid-sixties with a Ph.D. in Ceramic Engineering.  After some time at Boeing he’d come east to work as a materials scientist in Philadelphia and was now with a New Jersey bio materials firm.  He commuted home on weekends.  Kathi had built herself a very credible real estate business in Philly and the Sites lived in a four-story graystone mansion, built in the mid-19th century.  I’d always wanted to visit a house like this and it was a happy-y bonus to an already fascinating trip.   

     Everybody in this house does their own thing,” Kathi announced as we entered the front door.  I’d pretty much been used to doing my own thing before, but she meant sleep when I wanted, get up when I felt like it, do what I wanted when I wanted.  I was three hours earlier than them, still on Seattle time, so it was quite late indeed before I finally turned in for the night.  Joe stayed with me most of the way.  I slept on the third floor, using a huge old claw-footed tub for bathing, throwing my clothes carelessly on the bedroom floor as was my wont.  I was surprised at the wetness next morning, of my cotton slacks and shirt and at first blamed the family cat, Chairman Meow for peeing on them.  I found however this was just one aspect of the sultry eastern summer weather.  

     We took breakfast in a little walled courtyard at the back of the residence.  Much of the time I was there Joe and I spent at the kitchen table drinking beer.  In Philadelphia beer could only be purchased on Saturdays, from special party stores.  We kept pretty hard at it for two days straight before Joe’s supply ran out and we switched to whiskey.  We talked college, his and mine, politics, engineering, aerospace and ceramics and space travel.  Joe told me about an idea he had for melting basalt rock, pulling fibers out of it, like fiberglass, laying the fibers together in large bundles and hot pressing them together to create a sort of artificial wood, fireproof, nailable and literally dirt cheap. He’d done a test batch he said, but had gotten off onto another project and had never investigated it further. 

     There was also a funny story from Joe’s Boeing days, involving a nylon stocking and an atomizer.  He’d been asked to make little aluminum-oxide discs, ¼-inch in diameter, 1/16-inch think, with a 1/64-inch diameter hole in the center of each.  Joe had tried repeatedly to press the discs like pills and drill the holes in them, but each time they had cracked.  Finally Joe went to a group of female employees and asked if anyone had a nylon stocking to donate to a good cause.  One of the women said she thought she had a pair in her locker which he could have.  Joe was concerned about being thought a fetishist, but one wasn’t supposed to discuss details of a project outside of a work group.  A lot of military research was going on at Boeing.  

     Joe pulled a thread from one of the stockings and stretched it between little clamps until it was 1/64-in in diameter.  Using an atomizer loaded with a suspension or slip of fine aluminum-oxide powder in water, he sprayed a coating on the stretched thread until he’d built up a ¼-inch diameter cylinder.  This he fired in a kiln.  The nylon core current out of the rod and he sliced 1/16-inch discs from the resulting hollow cylinder using a diamond saw.  He never told his coworkers how he made the discs and he never knew for what purpose he’d made them. 

     Then there was the fascinating story, this time related by Joe and Kathi alternating, of the ex-naval enlistee who’d begun a sex-change process while still in The Service.  This had been one of the Site’s neighbors when they’d first arrived in Philadelphia.  She had lived in the next apartment over from them.  On the other side resided a gay couple, one of whom passed as a woman but had no surgery.  Above them lived a smalltime drug-pusher who was frequently disciplined by his Mafia overlords.  They also lived cheek by jowl with hookers.   

     The transexual neighbor had been referred to psychiatric treatment sometime after entering the Navy, having evidently manifested some unusual behaviors.  Through therapy the sailor had realized he thought of himself as a woman rather than a man.  It was decided that a sex-change process was appropriate.  Since most transexual persons are required by their therapists to live in the role of the chosen sex for a year before receiving surgery, She was assigned to a shore side navel base where she lived among the male enlistees in the barracks.  Each morning she put on female attire in the barracks locker room and having days free to pursue her process, went off to a job as a civilian waitress at a local restaurant.  By the time I heard this story, her surgery was complete and she was evidently doing well as a woman.  

     Joe had evidently done a lot of reading about transexuality and knew a fair amount about how the operation was performed.  Kathi observed that transsexuals tended to talk a great deal about themselves.  She seemed to approve more or less of the operation, at least in the case of their friend, while she was at best lukewarm about homosexuality. 

     Kathi counted herself as no feminist.  She said most feminists had horrible personalities and acted that way because they had no men in their lives and had no men in their lives because they acted the way they did.  Still she seemed to me to be about the most liberated woman I’d ever met.  Kathi was rather gooney in a delightful sort of way but she had a lot of self-imposed discipline and I think she did pretty much exactly what she wanted both moment to moment and in the long run.  She and Joe took separate vacations and I suspected, though did not know, that they had a rather open sort of marriage.  Kathi and I talked quite a bit as well over the three days I visited with the Sites.  I recall conversations on men’s and women’s underwear, female orgasms, relationships, food, her trip to Morocco, caftans and universities in Philadelphia.  On one occasion she explained to me very seriously how a cat’s flea collar worked.  Fleas weren’t really killed by it, but they hated to cross the collar to the cat’s head.  If left undisturbed, the fleas customarily visited the cat’s eye several times a day to get a drink.  Since they wouldn’t cross the collar they perished of thirst.  (Just one example of her zaniness.)  

     Kathi had been an undergraduate at the U.W. and a sorority member when she and Joe had first met.  Joe had contracted pneumonia at some point and Kathi and her “Pussy Galores from the sorority” as Joe put it, had canceled Joe’s contract with the boarding house where he’d been staying and moved Joe and his things into Kathi’s mother’s house.  “I thought the honorable thing would be to marry her.”  Joe said.  

     They’d had a rather rocky time of it through their first few years together and had settled on their present mode of coexistence since more orthodox arrangements hadn’t worked for them.  I rather fell in love with Kathi and asked Joe in a very gentlemanly way if he would object to me kissing his wife.  He said I was a big boy and could do what I wanted.  I asked Kathi if I could kiss her goodbye when it should be time for me to leave.  She said, “You can kiss me right now,” and kissed me on the mouth.   

     Kathi and Joe took me to a nice seafood restaurant where the clams and oysters were of different texture and size than what I was used to but very good.  I was disappointed to find them out of soft-shelled crabs the virtues of which had been extolled to me all day, but felt I’d gotten a fair taste of The Atlantic.  That which I'd come here to do seems in retrospect, almost incidental.  The Philadelphia Library For The Blind was closed due to a city worker's strike, so I wasn't able to make the planned book presentation.  Kathi agreed to take the book over sometime the following week, which she did and I received confirmation and thanks.  I’d also wanted to visit the Freedoms Foundation at Valley Forge, which would be open on the Fourth.  Open or not, I didn’t get there, because we were caught in grid-lock and it was clear the evening would be gone before we got through.

     The other major thing I’d wanted to accomplish was to be near the Liberty Bell at the stroke of Midnight, July 4, 1976.  It had been brought from D.C. for the Bicentennial celebration.  I was eighth in line from the Bell at Independence Hall when a bomb threat was received and we were all evacuated.  No bomb ever went off, but historical nostalgia should go only so far.  I purchased a postcard from Doc Mueller, put on a Liberty Bell stamp and postmarked it on the 4th mailing it to his office, the only tangible thanks he asked in return for helping so much with my trip.  

     In many ways the high point of my visit to The East Coast was a Fourth of July barbecue hosted by a woman named Jane who was from England.  She also lived in a multi-story stone house and had gathered quite a group of people to her house for this event.  I told Janey all manner of things about The West, which she seemed to wholly credit.  We all wore cowboy boots, carried six-guns and chewed tobacco.  The loggers kept us awake all night drinking and fighting and the Indians usually attacked around dawn.  She kept saying “Really?  Really?!”  Toward end of evening I had Joe get one of my books out of the car and presented it to Jane as a token of peace and friendship between our countries.  She was quite intoxicated by then and kissed me repeatedly, then asked if she could try on my western boots which fascinated her.  She went stomping about the living room singing “These boots are made for Walkin’!”  

     Bidding rather sad farewell to my new friends I flew to Washington D.C. aboard a small, prop-driven plane and took a cab to my hotel near the Capitol.  I was met at Dulles International Airport by Maury Howser, a high school history teacher from Bellevue, (east of Seattle.)  He was currently on a year sabatical, serving as an Aid to Congressman Joel Pritchard, R. Washington.  Maury took me to lunch then we caught a cab to the Library of Congress where I presented a copy of my book and received a tour of the Braille Book Collection Repository.  This is where all of the non circulated books in Braille were warehoused incase someone needed them for a specific reason.  I asked about a tape title which had evidently been out of circulation for some time, but I knew to be among the collection.  This was a title of space travel by Willy Ley the well-known science writer and encyclopedic scholar.  One of the librarians noted my order information and it took a couple of months but she found the title for me and sent it on to Seattle for me.  

     Maury took me on a tour of the Capitol Building, showing me the Legislative Chamber and other parts of the building to which he had access. I spent some time feeling the statue of Thomas Jefferson in the Foyer, (he being a personal hero of mine).  

     Next we rode to the White House, it sounding almost like a joke when Maury told the cabby “1600 Pennsylvania Avenue Please.”  We strolled around the mansion.  I felt the wrought-iron fence, the rather seared grass beneath my feet, the hot July sun overhead.  We had arranged no permit to enter the grounds proper but it was impressive just to be standing near the spot where so much of import had happened.  We stopped to talk with groups of Native Americans and women who were currently demonstrating for causes of national concern.  

     Congressman Pritchard’s office had arranged two tours for me at The Smithsonian Institute, one in the recently dedicated Air and Space Museum, the other at the Museum of Natural History.  I only made it to the first tour however, this being so interesting and so near to my heart, I used much more than the allotted time.  My Guide was a woman of about 27, named Gretta Keller.  She had double-majored in Philosophy and German and a small women’s college in Virginia.  I think we liked one another at once.  We had a great time exploring the various floors of the building.  

     There were available, cassette guided tours of the building as well as Braille signage and a dollhouse-like mini-model of the building, with print and Braille labels for all areas and exhibits.  A blind person could navigate the entire place unassisted, but I was having too much fun with my guide.  Gretta told me about her boss, a museum curator with a Ph.D., himself blind, who’d convinced the Smithsonian that they needed to hire him in order to make this museum accessible.  I’ve forgotten the gentleman’s name, but he and his staff had done an excellent job. 

     I busied myself among historic rocket devices, including Dr. Goddard’s device built in 1926.  On the lighter side of things was a full mock-up of Jules Verne’s projectile capsule, complete with red velvet seats and crystal gaslights.  There was an Apollo mission space suit standing in a corridor for anyone to feel and examine.  There were engines from the X-15 and other historic vehicles and models of all of the spacecraft manned and unmanned that one could imagine.  

     Gretta and I bought hotdogs from a sandwich truck and sat on the curb outside the museum to share our lunch.  We agreed to exchange letters and did so for a while, until we somehow lost track of one another.  Now I’d be heading for Detroit. 

     Before I left D.C. I arranged for copies of my book to be delivered both to Gretta and to President Ford.  Since a Congressman would be sending the book, there was some chance it would actually reach the president.  After I returned home, I received a nice letter, signed by The President, thanking me for my gift and stating that he had given it to The Library Of Congress, so other people who were blind could enjoy it.  

     When I returned to Dulles, one of those terribly embarrassing, yet hilarious to recall events befell me.  I’d become friendly with a young woman who was working as a Page in Congressman Pritchard’s office.  She had offered to take me to the airport in her car.  This was enormously appreciated, since it would save me a great deal of hassle, not to mention cash, taking cabs first to my hotel, then on the terminal in Virginia.  As I left the car and Kary came up beside me, I reached out to place my hand on her neck to draw her over and give her a kiss goodbye.  Her neck was much larger than I expected and she seemed not to be at all interested in being kissed.  After a second or so I realized that a rather large Black porter who’d come up to take my luggage, had somehow inserted himself between the two of us and I was trying to kiss him.  I found Kary, put things to rights then after she left, apologized profusely to the porter.  He laughed about it good  naturedly but wouldn’t take my tip, (the first time that had ever happened in D.C.!) 

     I had not seen my uncle Bob, (next oldest to Dad among the Plassman boys,) or my cousin Jonny, since before I’d left for Seventh Grade.  They met me at the Detroit Airport, explaining that Bob Jr. (sometimes called Tyke) was away for a few days.  I also would not be seeing my other cousin and old friend Don, since he and a couple of friends had taken a van and were touring the country.  

     “We’ve got the barbecue out” Uncle Bob kept saying “And we’ve got Weanies with skins!”  Finally I asked, “Hey Unc, what’s this weanies with skins horseshit?”  That was the last time I asked that question.  We stopped at a party store to pick up a case of Strose beer, brewed in Toledo Ohio and billed as The Beer with the fire-brewed flavor.  The limited extent I’d drunk beer when last in the Midwest, I’d developed a taste for Strose and was not disappointed.  

     As for weanies with skins—I’m afraid that up till now I’d been more of the Bar-S and Oscar Mayer generation, and they aren’t really sausage at all.  Uncle Bob got his weaners from a Polish butcher who used local pork and intestine casings, which retain the flavor with the juices.  When eaten hot off the charcoal grill with cold beer on a hot summer evening, there are few things better! 

     Uncle Bob, John and I sat around and talked most of the evening.  Bob and I had a shot of Dram Bowie together toward bedtime and he handed me a $50 bill, “For cigarette money” as he put it.  I’d recently begun taking snoose or snuff, but did not smoke to speak of.  

     Next day I went with Uncle Bob to one of his dry-cleaning plants, then to his business office.  Over the next few days I fell into a regular rhythm of getting up early, doing my push-ups, (135 of them) then swimming a mile in the pool.  Cousin Don had strained his hip in a sports activity at school and the Dr. had recommended swimming as a recovery exercise.  Instead of sending Don to The Y, or buying him a membership in a health club, Bob and Marilyn had built a 40-foot pool in the back yard. 

     When the weekend arrived the three of us drove to Duck Lake, in Southwestern Michigan, where Bob and Marilyn had what they called A Cottage.  This had three stories, a dance floor, wet bar, three bathrooms and five bedrooms.  They also owned a float boat such as we used at Camp Easter Seal when I was ten.  I greeted Aunt Marilyn, finding her just as prickly and outspoken as ever.  I appreciated her more now than before, being myself an adult and privy to the inside humor.  I found out right away that the whole damn bunch was mad about golf.  Aunt Marilyn taught me to hit a ball and I did rather well for a tyro. 

     Uncle Verne had been out of town when I arrived but he came to see me as soon as he could, saying that of course I’d spend a week with him and his family, then we’d arrange to get me down to Ohio for the next couple legs of my journey.  Verne’s holdings being even larger than Bob’s I’d have a lot of territory to cover if I was to shadow him all day.  At about age 35, Verne had been diagnosed with diabetes and heart problems as well.  He was told he needed to slow down if he meant to see 40.  Verne had done so, allowing himself much more leisure activity, including frequent vacations.  When he worked though, he still moved pretty fast.  He began the day about 7:00, at a nearby restaurant where he sat at a table reserved for businessmen, ate his breakfast, read the paper and talked over business matters with his peers in the little town of Albion.  

     Verne started essentially yanking me out of the house each morning and dragging me along to the businessmen’s table.  One day I rebelled and said I’d like to stay home with Aunt Marlene this time.  

     Aunt Marlene was/is one of the most gracious people I’ve ever known.  Her behavior in public is impeccable and she has a knack of making other people’s mistakes feel okay.  “You could pee in the middle of her living room rug” I remember saying, “and Aunt Marlene would find some graceful way of getting you out of it!”  She had gone back to college while in her 40s and was now very active with the National Association Of University Women.  Aunt Marlene operated a women’s apparel store, to have something of her very own to run, and was on the boards of several philanthropic organizations.  This summer she’d taken in a boarder, a young woman named Jane, who’d been a former classmate of hers, and needed a place to stay while working a summer job with the Albion Parks Department.  

     Verne and Marlene’s girls now ranged from 12 to 17 and it was fun getting to know them again.  Marlene enjoyed walking as did I.  We had fun touring the town, talking about college, reminiscing about the family and laughing when I kept smelling pot from a particular car that passed us on several different occasions.   

     Verne taught me to drive his golf cart, which I did surprisingly well on a mostly open golf course, where I could here potential obstacles and feel terrain through the tires.  I also spent time in speedboats, at lakeside, and on long drives across the state, checking in on various of his businesses.   

     Verne and I clashed a bit because both of us were used to being the funniest person at a gathering and having the most to say.  I learned a lot from him though.  He is a very dynamic person, full of confidence and quite creative in his thinking.  We talked about my collapsible cane.  Verne suggested that I develop a line of household, travel and camping implements, shovels, rakes, brooms, spades, etc. with collapsible handles and interchangeable heads.  He advised me however not to begin a business right away, advising me to take my Master’s at least and start my company in a few years when age would lend me more credibility.  Surprisingly enough I was not offended by this. 

     One day I called my friend Hal Buetler from Fifth Grade in Ypsolanti.  I still recalled his parent’s number and they gave me his.  Hal still remembered me.  We’d last talked right after we’d both graduated from high school.  This time we spent perhaps a half hour on the phone.  Hal was now an electrician, had been married and had a son of two or three who had cerebral palsy.  

     Hal kept talking of his ex-wife in a very disparaging manner, using a lot of four-letter words.  I told him I didn’t think he should talk about her like that.  “Why” he asked, “do you want her?”  I told him it was just sad that he’d talk like that about her now since he’d loved her once.  I don’t suppose I really got through to him on that point.  Hal and I had obviously grown in diverging directions but I think we both enjoyed the conversation.  I asked Hal about Cathy Roberts with whom I’d studied Braille and Magic back at Fletcher Elementary.  He said he didn’t think so.  He and I planned to meet before I returned west, but somehow it just never happened.  

     When I’d been in Albion for perhaps ten days, Uncle Verne and I drove to McClure Ohio to visit Uncle Willy, Eddie and Bernadine Middleton and the rest of the old gang.  Uncle Willy lived in the house Grandma and Grandpa Plassman had owned.  He’d retired from General Motors a couple years before even though he was still less than fifty.  Grandpa Plassman had passed away in ’67, Grandma in ’73. I’d not realized how Simple Willy really was.  He’d always been a hard worker and was always very kind to me when we met.  He and his wife had divorced back in the late sixties and he’d been living alone much of that time.  

     Uncle Willy was rather well-to-do having 30 years with General Motors behind him, but as previously noted, he’d sustained brain damage as a child, due to repeated beatings from Grandpa.  The damage showed.  Willy had no idea how to deal with a blind person, though I didn’t require much dealing with.  He resorted to picking me up and carrying me, (all 150 pounds worth,) up steps rather than offer me an elbow.  Once he insisted on standing in front of me when I was using a public toilet, and handed me wads of paper, certain that I couldn’t handle the roll myself.  I was rather afraid he’d try to wipe my backside.  I’d have likely done serious physical damage to anyone else treating me in this wise, but I felt keenly for Uncle Willy’s pain, suffered when he was a kid and probably things that’d happened since.  Milking my Christian charity for all it was worth, I restrained myself. 

     Willy operated on the principle that if some was good, more was better.  He over drank and overate incredibly and was probably 100 pounds overweight.  He would not survive his retirement more than two or three years. 

     Eddie and Cousin Bernadine greeted me warmly.  Eddie’s brother-in-law, John Luna was the Mayor of McClure and Eddie was on the town council.  I enjoyed the tenor of life in this small Northwestern Ohio community very much.  There was little or none of the hiding away of seniors as occurs so often in larger cities.  Elders sat out on the porch of a summer day, the women knitting, the men whittling and chewing tobacco.  Kids playing in the streets would call to their own grandparents and those of others as well as they passed.  

     In the evening, men of working age or older tended to congregate at the Volunteer Fire Station, where Bill, the fire chief kept a fridge full of beer which was generally purchased as successive rounds for the house.  We’d sit around for perhaps a couple of hours, shooting the breeze, telling jokes.  Meanwhile the women would hit a bingo game somewhere or a like social event.  Later we’d reunite in various house gatherings before going home to bed.  Though I’d been studying in an all-male department at the U. I’d conceived a strong aversion to single-sex activities in general.  Among my relations and friends here in Ohio however, the discomfort was greatly lessened since social compartmentalization did not smack of enmity or conflict, just different sorts of fun.  As usual I did spend a fair amount of time with the ladies as well.  

     After attending church on Sunday, Willy and I went to a barbecue/polka Feste in Hamner, Ohio, where bands from all over the Midwest performed.  Lawrence Welke had even put in an appearance at one point.  “Well Dave,” Willy said in his rather whiney country drawl “we’ll have one pitcher one beer then one pitcher of pop.  That way we won’t get drunk so fast.”  I lost count of how many pitchers we bought.  I left there sloshing and so stuffed with chicken, sausage, potato salad and kraut that I could barely walk.  I had a pretty large capacity for beer in those days and was no piker at table, but Uncle Willy left me way back in the dust. 

     Eddie, myself and a couple Dad’s old friends went out to a pasture one afternoon and I fired my .32 for the first time, running about 30 rounds of ammo through it in all.  At some point I felt a rather strange sensation in my right ear and a high-pitched ringing sound followed.  I could still hear pretty well for most purposes, but found later that I had a considerable degree of deafness in the higher frequency range in that ear.  My revolver evidently had a gas leak somewhere.  Since then I’ve generally fired pistols at full arm extension or have used black powder weapons which do not put out such intense pulses in the upper frequencies.  

     Eddie took time off work to drive me to Bowling Green where I took the bus which at the end of a rambling four-hour route would discharge me in Dayton, where I’d meet Sam Bradstreet, an old friend of Dr. Mueller.  Sam drove me to the Wright-Patterson Airforce Museum where Robert Rowe, a museum official, took me on a personal tour of the planes hangared there.  I made sure to visit a B-17 and made my way to the tail section where Mom had installed Chemical Toilets during The War.  I gave Mr. Rowe a copy of my book in gratitude for my visit, which at Sam’s instigation, had been arranged by then Congressman Brown of Ohio.   Then Sam and I had lunch before driving to his home to meet his wife Mary, who was running the Reagan campaign for the state. 

     Sam had originally been a chemist and was an early member of The American Rocket Society.  He said he’d made the original suggestion that rocket propellants should be based on aluminum instead of carbon, since each atom of carbon requires two atoms of oxygen for full release of stored energy and the first oxygen atom contributes minimally to energy release.  Aluminum atoms require 1.5 atoms of oxygen each for full reaction.  Since solid propellants contain oxygen combined with potassium, sodium or other Filler Atoms, each gram of oxygen saved makes a significantly more efficient fuel all things being equal.  

     Sam and Mary had known Dr. Theodore Von Carman, the Hungarian born engineer who is widely held to be the father of modern aeronautics.  I’d become familiar with Von Carman through his autobiography with Lee Edson, The Wind And Beyond.  

     At some point Sam had entered the Ceramic Engineering field, and now held a Master’s Degree in Ceramics.  He currently worked from his home as a consultant on various high-tech materials projects.  

     Sam and especially Mary were quite gracious and hospitable in most ways, but Sam was incredibly argumentative and quite arrogant.  He and Dr. Mueller liked to brag about starting arguments at a convention or professional meeting, each taking opposite sides of an issue, then at a prearranged signal, switching sides suddenly to note the reaction of observers, whose attention they assumed, would of course be directed toward them.  

     Mary was unhappy with my participation in what we both called Women’s Lib Activities.  She said that as a woman she’d never been prevented from doing anything she wanted to do.  Though I’d never heard that statement made quite so baldly before, it is not uncommon among wealthy white women who’ve never lacked for money, resources and especially a supportive husband, which Sam in all fairness, obviously was.  Sam said the reason I spent time working with The Society Of Women Engineers was that I was in hopes of being rewarded by one or more of these young women for my supposed kindness.  While I had hopes of someday marrying one of my engineering contemporaries, I didn’t imagine that anyone would be so shallow as to sleep with me for attending a few meetings and writing some articles.  (In any case it didn’t work.)  

     At some point we got into religion, and Sam said he thought Jesus Christ had caused more pain and suffering than any other single individual in the history of the Human Race.  This caught me rather on the raw too.  Though I was raised to think of myself as a Christian, I’d only recently returned to anything really much resembling orthodoxy and was still rather tender around the edges regarding my beliefs.  There isn’t much point in chronicling all the arguments we had, even if I could remember them all.  They were argued for the sake of argument, not really to settle anything or enlighten anyone. 

     Not all of our evening was acrimonious though.  Mary told be about Alan Drury’s series of epic political novels, Advise and consent, Capable of Honor, A Shade of Difference, Preserve and Protect, Come Ninevah Come Tyre and Promise Of Joy.  I would read most of these over the next few months.  We also discussed the novel I was preparing to write, as well telling jokes, sharing stories, eating ,drinking laughing.  Though I didn’t particularly care if I came back, I did have a good time while here.  I do not believe I have ever been in a place so sultry as Eastern Ohio in late July! 

     In the morning, Pete, Mary and Sam’s son, who was about my age, drove me to Cincinnati to the Clovernook Home And School For The Blind, where many of the Braille magazines were printed, including Boy’s Life, Galaxy and Braille Book Review.  A training unit for blind teens and adults was housed in the same facility at Clovernook.  As Pete and I were making our way upstairs in the office building, a young woman came running downstairs to inquire which of us were moving in.  Since she was pretty cute, both of us volunteered, but we must see the director first.  

     The name of that gentleman unfortunately escapes me, but he, Pete and myself spent a friendly half hour in his office. I made an informal presentation of my book, in token of my own appreciation and that of blind People in Seattle, for the excellent work the Foundation had done for so many years. 

     Pete and I were met at a near by Restaurant by Addison Maupin, formerly of Tennessee, a member of the American Ceramics Society and another longtime associate of Dr. Mueller.  Mr. Maupin had evidently exclaimed when first hearing of my project.  “I want to do something to help that guy out with that!”  Dr. Mueller had asked Addison in particular to take me to a certain park in his city, where Doc had grown up, to see a statue called Turtle Joe.  We bade thanks and goodbye to Pete and drove to the park.  Turtle Joe was a native-appearing boy, perhaps an Islander, seated on a turtle.  Legend had it that one could tell one’s problem to Turtle Joe or make a wish and before the day was out, some resolution of the problem or desire would be forth coming.  

     Next Addison took me to feel a plaque dedicated by the Order Of Cincinnatus, Rather like the Knights Of Columbus I believe, to which Addison belonged.  He kept apologizing that he didn’t know of anywhere interesting to take me in his city.  Though I was sure there must be much of interest in Cincinnati, I had no idea specifically for what I should ask.  This set me thinking, where would I take a guest who visited me in Seattle?  I decided on the Waterfront, the Seattle Center with it’s Space Needle, The Ballard Locks and one of our beautiful parks.  That would do for a start and might all be accomplished to some degree within a single afternoon and evening.  

     Addison took me to my hotel and later I had dinner with him and his wife at his club, where we shared congenial conversation.  I pressed  one of my books on Addison, though he didn’t feel he deserved one and we exchanged cigars, I hadn’t smoked cigarettes for half a dozen years, but Eddie Middleton had presented me with a few cigars and I found I quite enjoyed them on occasion.  

     Addison also gave me a tie tack, (I still wore ties then,) with a test cone for operating a kiln on it.  I believe this was the most unusual specie of jewelry I’d encountered up to this point.  Next morning I’d catch a cab to Covington Kentucky, where I’d get my plane back to Detroit.  

     I spent a couple of hours that evening in the bar of my hotel, talking to the bartender and to a farm machinery salesman.  Uncle Verne had given me a couple of hundred dollars with which to have a good time, so I had no problem getting a Ticket out of the area, back to Michigan and having some fun along the way.  

     As I was deplaning in Detroit, a Stewardess from Georgia asked me “Are you all from Detroit?”  I said 

     “No, I’m all from Seattle.”  

     Box Jr. was back home now and I got reacquainted with him.  I made a shorter version of my first Michigan visit, spending some days with Bob and Marilyn, then a few more days with Verne and Marlene.  Bob Jr. Sometimes called Tyke, said when I was about to leave, “We’re moving to Aspen, Colorado, so some afternoon when we don’t have anything else to do, maybe we’ll drive up to Seattle and see you.”  I told him he’d better set aside a couple two or three days at least.  “Why he asked, “I thought Seattle was in the West, just like Aspen.”  

     Yeah,” I told him, “But the West is a big place!” 

     I’d been in frequent touch with Mom and Dad while I’d been away and had mailed home a number of cards and some packages of cheese and sausages from the excellent Michigan supply houses.  We'd agreed that I'd fly to Spokane to see Aunt Winnie and they'd drive over and meet me there.  Uncle Verne drove me to the airport and I spent much of the flight west trying to comfort a very frightened and potentially airsick middle-aged lady who insisted on occupying the window seat. 

     I called Aunt Winnie from the Spokane Airport and she gave me directions to her house.  She hadn’t driven for many years so I got a cab over and took Winnie out for dinner at Mr. Steak.  Winnie had steak and shrimp but thought the lobster I ordered with my own steak was a bug.  

     “I don’t know how you can go that stuff David,” She said as I dipped a chaw of snoose from my can.  Winnie was puffing on her severaleth cigarette of the meal alone.  

     I called a school friend, Jackie Higashi who’d done reading for me the past year.  She was summering with her parents and sister and had a job so she insisted on my being her guest for dinner.  She arranged to pick me up the next day at seven.  I told Aunt Winnie that Jackie was oriental, because I’d had a dream in which Jackie had shown up and Winnie had exclaimed involuntarily “Good God Dave you’re going out with a Jap!”  That’s pretty much how my family, especially Mom’s siblings talked.  There was no incident, though Winnie mentioned to Mom later that I’d warned her about my girlfriend.  Jackie and I had a fine dinner at the Spokane House Restaurant and I spent part of the evening with her family.  

     It was good to see Mom and Dad again.  They were eager for the news about our relatives back East.  I spent a lot of time filling them in.  There’d been a lot of resentment still about Mom and Dad leaving Michigan to return to Seattle back in ’67 and I’d tried to smooth that over, but one could only do so much. 

     I returned to Seattle and a fair amount of celebrity.  I received a call from the Library For The Blind asking me to appear on a radio talk show on a special station for the visually impaired.  I’d be attending the nearest upcoming meeting of the S.A.R./D.A.R. to talk about my trip and would in fact be speaking on this topic to a number of groups, mostly female membership, over the next couple of years.  

     A couple days after I returned, I had a long talk with Dr. Mueller in his office.  We talked about our now mutual friends in the East, and discussed tentative plans for future trips.  I told Doc I’d been very impressed by the ceramic engineers I’d met and wanted a chance to do some studies in that field, perhaps becoming an aero astro brittle materials engineer.  He was very pleased and gave me a large sheaf of paper to read on a N.A.S.A.-sponsored joint design/materials project which might fit my future academic needs. 

     I also received a call from a man I’d heard of plenty of times but had never met.  Frank Stuart had been a Journalist at one time and had lost his sight, I believe, in his thirties.  Since then he’d done little paid work but was very busy as a patron representative of the Library for the Blind, consulted for the Radio Talking Book F.M. Station and maintained the science fiction tape lending library.  Frank was a good friend of Andy Andrews who’d done so much reading for me and many other students, in and out of school. 

     I guess now that I’d made a trip across the country at the behest of important people, I was now due for a call from Frank and an invitation to his house for dinner.  This would be the first of many evenings spent talking with this rather courtly gentleman, who would become both a good friend to myself and later, to my wife as well.  

     Dad was still out at the Bow Lake Trailer Park while Mom had moved to North Seattle.  I’d spend the balance of the summer in her apartment.  I was still dating Val Paynton and was visiting with Cathy Zobel and her roommate Anne, from Seattle Pacific University.  I’d also begun dating Steve Hogg’s girlfriend, Martha Frost. 

     Steve and Martha had been pretty much steady so far as I could tell, through the first couple years of their time at the U.W.  In one of those hippie sort of do-your-own-thing situations however, Steve had said he wanted them to see other people for a while.  I’d been attracted to Martha for some time, though we were often more or less at swords-points.  Martha was a Psych Major, but had taken sufficient calculus and physics to be able to read much of my engineering material for me.  She was probably the most feminist person I currently knew and though we sometimes antagonized one another, she was a very considerate person at base and I felt, quite a free spirit.  We began having dinner together, sometimes out, sometimes in her house, which she rented with four other women, including Jackie Higashi. 

     Uncle Verne had given me a number of shirts which were much more expensive and much fancier than anything I’d ever worn in public.  I’d worn women’s clothing for periods of time in private and still did on occasion, but I’d never run to synthetics and elaborate decoration for everyday wear.  Now I had a nylon tricot Hawaiian shirt and others with rather gaudy pictures and other embellishments.  Martha thought my Hawaiian shirt felt “slimy”, she detested nylon underwear and that sort of thing.  Martha did however enjoy wearing floor-length skirts, usually made of denim, which I took as a refreshing change.  Most women around the University seemed to regard skirts and dresses as relics of the past.  I think in general, Martha helped me explore some new ideas but we were never what you'd call serious about one another.  Steve and I continued to correspond and be good friends.  I also dated Jackie and would soon be going out occasionally with Kate Clarke, still another of Martha’s housemates. I was accused by some male contemporaries of operating a one-stop center, I.E. a house where there was always some female on duty to read to or go out with me! 

     In truth I’d been spending a good deal of time lately thinking about my prospects or lack thereof for finding a lifetime companion.  I still had dreams about Ninian but hadn’t heard from her in two years now.  Val and I had spoken about getting married, but this was something off in the distant future.  Besides, Val had very idealistic, rather school girlish ideas about the Soviet Union being misunderstood and misrepresented by the U.S. while I was about as patriotic as I would ever be.  

     Even if Martha and I had been serious about one another, I didn’t take much to her style of communal living which persisted even after she married a few years later.  

     So what were my prospects?  I hadn’t had a really steady girlfriend since Ellen back in Seventh Grade.  I’d dated around 30 women in the intervening years, but dates never went beyond dinner, perhaps a play or movie, a kiss on the cheek.  “Daddy,” my daughter has said, “you could’ve had anybody.  You were respectful to women, you took them cool places.  You bought them stuff.”  Still most ladies in my life seemed to be looking for a big brother, or perhaps someone to mother.  My pride wouldn't let me chalk all this entirely up to my blindness, but I was misreading signals with depressing regularity.   

     Even for a casual date I needed to look among more intelligent women.  I’d known that for years, but even most above average, post-teen females had a hard time grasping that a blind individual could also be a whole person.  I didn’t have trouble making social contacts with women, even getting dates.  The trick was finding someone who didn’t treat me like a four-year-old.  I’d maintained contact with a number of Society Of Women Engineers members and other ladies whom I considered to be bright, but nothing had really developed, though I had made good friends and some close confidantes.  I’d just about come to the point this summer of trying to start some correspondences with science fiction authors who appeared to be young females, in hopes of discovering common ground. I was only twenty-two, but didn’t seem to be any closer to getting married or even going steady than I was when I was 17.  Everyone told me I had plenty of time, but how long would it be before I became a long term bachelor and I was already fairly set in my ways. 

     Something else which was going on this summer along with all of this introspection, was a determination I’d formed, sometime during the previous school year, to try my hand again at a novel-length project.  This time I looked a mere two decades or so into the future.  My subject was the right to keep and bear arms.  Basing my speculations on the riots of the Sixties and a good deal of threatened unrest while I was on campus, I pictured a time when semi-organized violence was rampant in the land and police protection for citizens had grown even more inadequate.  A string of liberals in the White House and on the Supreme Court, had brought about a system of special Gun Courts as had been seen in the Philippines during the early ‘70s, and had removed the citizen’s only effective means of self-defense.  

     Appearing on the scene is the American Council of Armed Citizens, enlightened weapons makers, conscientious outlaws.  Backed by old money, including the fortune of John McCormac, who would later orbit the space habitat prominently featured in Thumbing Down A Star, the A.C.A.C. is in the business of providing protection for honest John and Jane Q. Public. 

     The Double AC operatives are essentially idealists, very much concerned with keeping weapons in the right hands and out of the wrong ones.  Purchasers, and the weapons are sold rather cheaply, must stay in touch with an authorized distributor.  If a report is not received periodically, The Council can deactivate a particular gun. Within the trigger mechanism of every Council weapon is a capsule of thermite-like heat-generating chemical, sufficient to fuse the trigger lock, yet not sufficient to detonate the shells.  A high frequency signal from one of the organization’s clandestine bases therefore, can turn a deadly weapon into a piece of junk. 

     In case of capture, the ammunition clip and mechanism are also surrounded by a nitrogen-filled plastic shell.  Try to open the gun and an oxygen sensor detonates the little thermite capsule, depriving police of the frequency setting for the little onboard radio receiver.  When you buy a gun, you get 12 special rounds of ammunition in a no-tamper piece or ordinance.  This is not for hunting and not for target practice.  Bullets have high impact up close, lose momentum rapidly after a hundred feet or so.  It’s for up close work, when absolutely necessary. 

    The Double AC Network includes Joe and Laurie Parker of The Waves Story and a cast of other characters, both palatable and not so.  One of the bases of operations for the secret organization if an undersea base, located out in Puget Sound, rather like the dome Steve Hogg and I had been designing a couple of years before. 

     The novel begins almost light-heartedly with operatives carrying on a sort of cat and mouse game with authorities.  Soon enough though, a formal act of Congress outlaws the organization.  Through the middle portion of the book Council members live as hunted fugitives.  For all their safety precautions and concern for innocent life, they are made victims of their own relative altruism, since their special weapons prove in the end, easier to trace than other firearms.  An FBI operative eventually gets the bright idea of opening one of the guns in a glove box filled with an inert atmosphere.  Council members of course, seldom carry their own weapons though, preferring more rough and ready shootin’ irons, and are ready when civil war breaks out between Black militants and White vigilantes.  By now the issue of gun control is essentially moot. 

     Gun Runners was supposed to be followed by ...Shall not Perish From The Earth, the story of the war to restore reasonable justice and decency to America.  It was intended to end with a woman president being elected in 2000 and a stern warning to potential enemies in the Eastern Hemisphere that America was back on track and still in business.  Shall Not Perish was never begun and Gunrunners was left about half finished.  My studies and other factors intervened and I lost the rhythm I’d developed writing through the closing weeks of my summer vacation.  The second part of the book was becoming depressing and not really a welcome break from the studies I was undertaking, which could themselves at times be rather down beat.  Additionally, though I’d been planning the project for a long time and had done quite a lot of preparatory reading for it, I was beginning to change in various ways, slowly at first but in ways which would turn out to be quite sweeping when fully realized.  My life was again about to become very different from much I’d previously known. 

