Depravity

Dol |y Baker-Cal |l ahan's ugliness was of that species
whi ch proclains itself in a loud voice, with the mlitancy
of the true believer. One mght even call this description
conventional in a way that her appearance was not: it
fulfilled all the conventions through breaking them

Body and personality led to the sane place. The
rolls of fat that enbroidered her frane with [unps of solid
grease stopped short of rendering her obese, although a
new pregnancy, now in its second nonth woul d soon justify
the term Beneath a mat of black hair stiff as the roof of
a straw hut, her large face was nolded by a network of
contracted nuscles which, through the lines cut into her
pal l'id conpl exi on, endowed her features with a masculine
t oughness . The nuscles around the nouth were particularly
hard and bitter; starting eyes, enbedded in tight
wrinkles, fixed upon one like the talons of a ravenous
hawk.

Nei t her | ooks , body | anguage nor vocal tone were
femnine. Yet, if one accepts the societal assunption that
links femninity with hysteria, her personality was . She
could al so be tender, coy, even flirtatious in her own way

| ndeed, her personal charm could overcone the strong
repugnance created by her physical appearance. | found
her company (though only in short doses) stinulating, even
refreshing .

It was clear that she reveled in all that was nost
controversial in her physique . One mght go further and
say that she actually did all things possible to bring her
worst features into prom nence. Her wal k, for exanple, was
an eager waddl e. Beyond the occasional drawi ng of a brush
t hrough her hair, she studiously avoided groom ng. Wen
denoral i zed she could be downright slovenly. Al nost all her
clothing was picked up in thrift shops, like nyself and
everyone | knew, but she sonehow nanaged to make anyt hi ng
she threw on her back look as if it had been fished out of
the dunpster. That wi nter she wal ked about Canbri dge
wearing a red coat sewn out of a single piece of frayed
qui l ting.

Dolly was garrul ous, charmng , bellicose . Her

exuberance was | egendary, her friendliness always hovering
at

the knife-edge of bullying . If you wanted soneone to
brow beat you into doing what you knew you ought to be

doi ng, she was the person to visit. Her principal vices



were gossip , tale-bearing, scandal-nongering; for these
she had no rival. It appeared that she just didn't know
how to stop talking. One never |left her conpany, one tore
onesel f away. In the absence of a good story about a
certain person, she made up one. To her story-telling
art, and it was artistry of a high character, she brought
an exacerbated appetite for norbidity .The grisly crineg,
the gruesone detail: things that never happen to the rest
of us always seened to be happening to her or to 'soneone
she knew . It was not the stories thenselves but the relish
with which she told themthat, either with spell-bound
fascination or unconceal ed di sgust, held her audience.

O course she felt unloved; this explains everything
and not hing. Knowi ng her even a short tinme, the tenptation
to tease or ridicule her becane alnost irresistible. Her
cl owni sh patter seened to welcone this .1t nust not be
forgotten that she could be and was warm hearted and
generous. Her malice rarely went beyond her tongue, yet
that could be shrew sh, even venonous.

1964. Late Novenber, a tine, like the full noon,
or 4 AM, of mshap, depression, sudden death. A prol onged
I ndian Summer had finally surrendered to a winter inpatient
to assert its domnion: every sign indicated that it would
be a severe one. | was living in Canbridge then, on the
rebound froma recent college degree which, as it had been
so long in comng, was as appropriate an enbl em of despair
as Pushkin's Queen of Spades.

The University of Pennsylvania had, with unwonted ,
(one of the words | |earned there), dedi cati on and
t horoughness m seducated ne into a state where | hadn't
the | east idea either of where ny real talents lay , nor
of ny level of conpetence in the ones | did know sonet hi ng
about. Wile convincing ne that people like nyself could
have no future outside of an academ c career, the
Educati onal Conspiracy had also instilled in ne a stubborn
resi stance to devoting ny youthful energies to the
perpetuation of a systemthat , with such fiendish
del i ght, had screwed up ny life.

| therefore refused to commt nyself to yet
"hi gher' education : my soul had ingested enough poison.
But because | believed that there was nowhere else to go, |
hung around universities. There are |l ots of people like
myself in college towns. They may be the future of our
civilization, although to the outside world their |ives
of ten appear usel ess.

I'"d run into Dolly that afternoon on Western Avenue,
a broad tributary in Canbridge where the displaced non-
student coll ege- age conmmunity nmaintained their pads and



flops. Just two days ago, |'d assisted in putting Peter
Jancke, a mutual friend, into a nental hospital. Peter, a
Cerman i mm grant had gai ned sonme prom nence as an
activist in the nascent peace novenent. He also fl oated
around the drug world and was nental ly unstable. For nost
of us his breakdown was not news, only the tim ng was.
Dolly's husband, Brian, was al so an activist, one of
the first in the Boston area to go to jail for draft
resi stance. She went with himto neeti ngs and
denonstrations and knew everyone in the Myvenent.
Learning of Peter's situation she offered to acconpany ne
out to his forner residence in Roxbury later that evening
and coll ect sonme of his things.

W arranged to neet at the Panplona Cafe on Bow
Street, just off Massachusetts Avenue at the southern edge
of the Harvard Square area. The hydrodynam c fl ow of Bow
Street circuits a Catholic church, creating a place
vaguel y suggestive of a European town; otherwi se , the
Panmpl ona was, ( and still is) , nuch as other Canbridge
cafes, the coffee just as bad. (1)

(1) The best |ocal cafes, (circa 1996) are in Boston. |
insert this because witers, |like other good citizens ,
must denonstrate their worth through the transm ssion of
useful information.

The Panpl ona was a quiet place in which to get away
fromthe Square. Most of its clientele were part of the
of ficial Harvard community, beings who either received from
or gave it noney. The drug/dropout/ anarchist world tended
to avoid such places, congregating primarily in the all-
ni ght cafeterias directly facing the Square: Hayes-

Bi ckford, the Waldorf, Walton's, and others.

Dolly was only an hour and a half |ate, about par
for the course. To be fair to her, she had told ne that
she m ght not be able to nmake it on tine. Her 8 year old
son Darryl was with her. She asked ne to cone with her to
t he Harvard Bookstore across the street , where she woul d
| eave Darryl with her husband, Brian. For the first tine |
| earned that Brian was not his father; she told ne little
about this person except that he was abusive, even violent,
that he had been in jail for five years, and that she
dreaded the day when he woul d be rel eased.

Brian was working at the Harvard Bookstore as a
clerk/stockboy. It was doing the inventory this week, which
was why he was still there at this late hour. The job paid
m serably, even by the notorious standards of bookstores.



Dolly saw this as a good opportunity to introduce us. |I'd
previ ously expressed an interest in neeting himto discuss
the activities of the anti-war novenent. In this respect,
Peter had not of course been of nuch hel p.

Harvard Square was a lively place in those days, that
tiny window of half a decade in the mddle 60" s, when
Harvard shook out its nusty robes, and the city of
Canbri dge resonated with the kind of creative energy one
associates with Ber kel ey, Madi son, or ot her traditional
canpuses of student dissent. Actually this isn't very
surprising : very few of these dissidents were enrolled
students. It was perhaps owing to the lurid publicity
given to the hi-jinks of Tinothy Leary and Ri chard Al pert
that Harvard Square becane a focal point for alienated
and uprooted youth, a place where poets, folk artists and
musi ci ans, runaways, stowaways, political activists, drug
addi cts, academ cs and students mxed freely, a world in
whi ch, very briefly, poetry was sonething nore than the
stale recitation of the m sunderstood verses of sone
encrusted paradigm in the enbarrassed high-pitched voices
of sophonores doing their bit in a Hstory of English
Literature course.

O course Harvard woul d never be host to a student
revolt such as the one that shook Berkeley during the tine
of the events described here. Even today one courts arrest
by handing out leaflets in Harvard Yard. Protest has a
way of being cowed into gentility by these august
preci ncts. Wien students do denonstrate , they usually go
to downtown Boston to do it.

But in the nei ghborhood of the Square, within the
squal id tenenents on Massachusetts, Putnam and Western
Avenues, or a mle away on Geen or Franklin Streets, one
found a different universe, a tragic, sordid, denoralized
world, filled with nental illness, yet in its own way
i nspired: color, imagination, and adventure were also to be
found here.

One can hardly accuse the Square of such inpardonable
| apses of taste today. Since the 70's, there has been an
undevi ating comm tnent on the part of the town , the
University and |ocal business to pave over, evict, expel,
di sm ss, |abel and brand, weed out or suffocate the
fai ntest faintest flicker of aliving heart-beat within a
mle' s radius of the Square. In one decade Harvard Square
went froma Cours de Mracles for beatni ks, peaceniks,
hi ppi es and yippies, to a plastic gigamall. To acconplish
this mghty | abor of desertification the forces of commerce
have sandbagged the territory wth bew ldering varieties
of kitsch : banks, fancy restaurants, glassed in



mercantile Jungle Jinms, <clothing stores for the G| ded Age
, bookstores, ginmm ck enporia, pizza parlors, |nternet
cafes, bars and beauty sal ons. Every cubic centineter of
expl oi tabl e space has been gerrymandered to a single
purpose: to bloat the bourgeois gut. Al dreans
transcendent and tawdry have been choked to deat h.

Brian Callahan was 24, 3 years older than Dolly. He
was nore than underwei ght, he was nal nouri shed. Dark
rings around his eyes reinforced the inpression of acute
sel f-absorption . H's scow was a pernmanent facial trait |,

t herefore there was no unfriendliness in it. His
stubble of beard, due nore to neglect than any intention
of growi ng one, reinforced the sense of a shadow identity
whi ch, | guess, in sone respects describes himfairly
well. It would have been hard to i magi ne any other kind of
person cohabiting with Dolly's onslaught to the psyche .
Yet the marriage had defeated even soneone as unobtrusive
as he ; already after two nonths it was falling apart.
Seeing them together gave ne the inpression that Brian
woul d do just about anything to get away from her.

Perhaps it was through serendipity that a convenient
opportunity now presented itself: after having ignored the
notices of induction, boycotted the physical exam nation
and two court hearings, his arrest was expected in weeks,
even days. That he was not al ready behind bars could only
be attributed to the dependability of bureaucratic
procrastination.

Brian arranged to neet with ne |ater that week. Then
Dolly and | |left the Harvard Bookstore , crossed
Massachusetts Avenue and wal ked down the street to wait
out si de Harvard Yard for the #1 bus to Dudley Station.

It cane after only ten mnutes, sonething of a record for
this slowest and nobst undependabl e of bus routes. W hopped
aboar d.

The bus cantered through the icy night, past Central
Square , then over the Harvard Bridge , (which is nowhere
near Harvard but adjacent to MI.T. ; it should properly be
called the 'Snpot bridge') , on into Boston , past the
Christian Science Tenple, Synphony Hall and t he Back Bay
station, then down to the Roxbury ghetto.

The trip took over an hour, tinme enough for ne to
narrate to Dolly the events of the day before | ast
when, despairing of all other alternatives for dealing with
Peter , and after a |long, dreadful afternoon's struggle, we
, ( Rod Ferguson ; a young runaway from Amherst nanmed Judy
Hanmpton ; and nyself) , called in the Roxbury police
bullies . I was in fact the one who had gone down to the



station, the others being too deeply inplicated in the
drug scene.

Dolly knew Rod. In tones of derision and contenpt she
informed nme that he was a 35 year-old 'burnt-out beatnik’
whose sole interest inlife was getting into the pants of
pubescent teen-age girls. | didn't doubt the truth of this
description; although the fact that she was offering it
spont aneously already indicated ulterior notives. M
earliest encounter with Rod had been in the \Wal dorf
cafeteria about a nonth before, sitting at a corner table
in the conpany of Peter and one of his waifs. It was Peter
who introduced us. When he told himthat I was working as
a conmputer programrer, Rod tried to touch ne up for $5, 000
to finance a 'great idea for a novie' . It was always a
m stake in this crowd to |l et on that one had a good job, or
i ndeed any job at all.

Rod was not totally bad; no-one is. Hi s behavior
the ot her day had shown that he genuinely felt sorry for
Peter. Not that he hadn't been overjoyed to "kick him the

hell out of the pad" , so that it could be re-consecrated
to the joys of kiddy porn. Evictions often have this
character. The nei ghbor hood around Dudl ey Station,

deserted apart fromthat saving remant of people who seem
to loiter everywhere ,cold as a cryogenic |aboratory and
scarcely exenplary for safety, was. (2)

(2) And still is.

At this tinme of the year, even the nuggers would have
been hard put to find a reason for being there. Beckoning
across the intimdating | andscape as to an underground
rendezvous, a flickering light illumnated the interior of
a Wite Tower restaurant, shaped like an igloo |onely
agai nst the Arctic night. Al sights were darkened; al
sites were dark. Like strayed travel ers pursued by denons
of nmenacing fear we clinbed streets desol ate as graveyards.
Past houses abandoned and vandal i zed , damaged wal |l s and
fences, fields strewn wth rubble, garbage, glass ; the
wake of catastrophe

As if passing judgnent on a captive society, the Roxbury
courthouse stood promnently at the crest of the hil

It took us 20 mnutes to reach the one-story frane
bui I ding. Although he had told ne earlier over the
t el ephone that he would be in that evening, Rod' s pad
| ooked deserted fromthe outside.



The porch proved treacherous, its floor boards
rotting away or torn off. The doorway |ay exposed; (
don't recall there being a door) . Dolly and | stepped up
cautiously into a narrow corridor. A weak filmslicked
light bulb sprayed a silver tarnish over dirty noul di ngs,
garish walls and sticks of wood that nmust once have been
attached to furniture. Blocking the door to the apartnent
was the rusted hull of a bathtub. Repeated knockings on the
door produced no response. It turned out to be unlocked, so
we opened it and stepped inside. A hostile voice fizzled
like a firecracker through the darkness : "Wo's there?”

" Hey, Rod! It's just ne! Dave!"(3)

(3) The narrator of this saga remains innocuous throughout.
He is not ne, in other words, yet close enough to remain
first person.

" Dave? Oh, sure! Just a mnute." The sound of
draggi ng footsteps, the |ights cane on, and we saw t hat
we were in the kitchen. The pale green walls were
spattered with grease. Stacks of unwashed dishes lay in the
sink, with remmants of food clinging to every surface. The
freaki sh shadows we cast against the dirty green walls
gave one the feeling of having arrived in the den of the
trolls.

Rod stood between the stove and the door to his
bedroom Evidently we'd gotten himout of bed, as he stared

at us with ill-hunored, (though not unhunored) eyes |ike
one unwillingly roused. He faced us, penis aloft and
erect, and stark naked.

In opposition, | suppose, to all the other ways of

bei ng naked. Wth one hand | eani ng on the stove, he
scratched his pubic hair with the other. Although the
apartnent was heated, draughts comng in through the cracks
in the walls and floor and from under the door put a chil
into the air, rai sing |lunps of goose-flesh all over his
body. In the garish light his skin appeared jaundiced and
sickly. Wth sonething of a shock | realized what this
meant : Rod had hepatitis. This wasn't all that
surprising. Drug works lay scattered around the kitchen
tabl e and t hroughout all the roons.
" Conme on in. You'll find Pete's things in the |iving

room on the couch he ruined by pissing on it for a week

| see you've net Dolly, |ike everyone else : she hangs



out in the Square collecting people. Hey, Dolly! How s your
creepy husband, Brian, nmaking out ?"

It would have taken a |lot nore than the sight of a
mal e' s naked body to upset Dolly, but it was only to be
expected that she would be indignant for formis sake. Mbst
of us, nost of the tine, feel what we're expected to feel.

" Quite well, thank you, w thout your help. I should
t hi nk you' d have the decency to dress before a | ady! "

"I do." Hs terse reply was followed by a pause ending
the subject: "You can tell Brian he's another nut, just
i ke Pete. That peacenik bullshit really turns ne off. |
guess Dave told you what we did to Pete.™

"I mwell aware of what's been going on, you asshol e.
You don't
think I canme here to fuck, did you?"

Rod's shrewd, unfriendly eyes gleaned with malice:
Real | y? You're not putting ne on, are you? Ch - now |
understand - your twerp's nmade a decent wonan out of you
Want to bet on howlong that's going to last!"

"Don't start getting any funny ideas, you hunched over
nmot her- fucker!" Rod's posture in the nude did not flatter
him " You could take advantage of ne when | was just a
teeny- bopper; |I'd just run away from honme and turned to
you because | thought you would help ne. You're not a nman,
Rodney Ferguson, you're a pig! | don't know a grown wonan
who woul dn't spit on your dick . "

Rod's | aughter substituted for sarcasm He wasn't in
the nood for fighting. "Speaking for the record, Dolly", he
began -

"Who's there?" A girlish voice, surly and heavy with
sl eep, energed from behind himin the bedroom: "Rod? Rod?"

" Just sone visitors. Stay in bed; |'mcomng right
back. "

As he spoke he scratched his tangled nop of black
hair. A strong body odor exuded fromhis raised arnpits

" I'"'msick of the old crowd; | guess you are, too.
|'ve been thinking of getting married."

Dolly sneered, "You don't say! "

"Don't |augh! She's a darling young thing, just off
the boat fromlireland. Anerican girls never did appreciate
me. "

"Rod? Rod?! Who is it?" The accent was decidedly
Bostoni an and very flat, not at all Irish. Rod ignored her

" I'"mstill amazed at that wi np you | anded. He nust be
very easy to cheat. That's why you married him | bet
Good luck to you."

Dolly clenched both her fists, a red flush covering
her face; her taut nuscles quivered with anger. She | eaned



forward on the toes of her feet as all of her splendid
pugnacity came to the fore: " Now you listen to ne, you

| echerous cunt! | happen to |love Brian very nuch and |
won't put up with any nore remarks comng fromyour | ow
ass ! " Dolly's hard eyes contracted i n angui shed points, "
You better shut up or I'Il hit you!! | promse, | really
will!!" Her nose bulged "I'mpree..ety tough", she
snorted, "when | want to be!!"

"Okay, okay! ", Rod's hard [augh m ngled nervous
ridicule and fear, "Can't you take a joke? Look, go in the
l'iving-roomand take anything you want. |'m goi ng back to
bed. Jesus Christ, you can't even break a fucken hynen in
peace anynore these days! "

Rod turned his back on us. Bef ore di sappeari ng back
into the bedroom, he relieved hinself nelodranmatically of
a delayed fart he'd been saving up for the occasion. |
switched on a lanp in the living-room In his stay of a
mont h, Peter Jancke had turned the room upsi de down . Now
covered with boxes of Peter's books and records, the couch
reeked with body wastes. Next to it stood the cabinets and
shelves he'd filled with nysterious icons, creating a sort
of chapel to a private inpenetrable nysticism: spools of
t hread, pebbles, bottles and bits of glass, stanps, bus
transfers, matchbooks, bits of electrical wiring and ot her
fetishes had been arranged in rigid geonetrical formations
whose neani ng only he understood. El aborate col or coding
had been fundanental to this world system even the
mat chbooks had had their covers ripped away to expose the
red matchti ps beneat h.

For 3 days and nights in which he raved conti nuously,
Peter had neither eaten nor slept. Sonewhere in the mddle
of the second night he'd piled a great nound of these
fetish objects onto the coffee table in the |iving-room,

i ncluding wne bottles and plates of food , squeezed
oranges and other fruits over it, then smashed it to

pi eces with a hammer, sending fragnents of wood, glass and
metal flying about the room

Rod and his girls had cleaned up nost of the ness. |
filled a laundry bag with itens of clothing to take out to
Mat t apan when | would be visiting Peter in a few days. Hi s
books were either in German or political, and easily
separated from Rod's books on ci nenmat ography. | also
pi cked up a letter in German containing his nother's
address in Stuttgart

The sound effects comng fromthe bedroom were
becom ng oppressive; we threwitens into the suitcase
hurriedly at randomuntil it was full, then headed out the
front door. Rod's voice rang through the darkness:



"Hey, guys! Cone back soon for the rest of his junk!
What ever you don't take gets thrown out!"”

We stepped back into the corridor. Only the sound of
a police siren in the distance disturbed the quiet. As we
exited onto the porch, we heard the thud of rapid footsteps
behi nd up. Rod was teaching us how to close a door: the
slamfollowed us all the way back to Dudley Station.

We rode back to Canbridge in silence, getting off on
Central Square to go to the Wstern Union office. The
text of the telegraminvol ved sone discussion. Dolly didn't
know how to say anything in | ess than 5 paragraphs;
however, | was paying for the telegramand it cane out as:
"YOUR SON PETER. NMENTAL BREAKDOWN. | N MATTAPAN STATE
MENTAL HOSPI TAL. "

| gave ny address and phone nunber. It was al ready
early norning in Germany and woul d be sent within the hour

The cl erk was annoyed; no doubt he wanted to go hone and
we were keeping himup . But | paid for it and we left the
of fice. Rather than saying good-bye right away we wal ked
for another mle in the cold to Harvard Square, to rest up
for an hour in the Waldorf cafeteria before going to our
respective hones. It was just short of 1 A M



