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L’Aubergine
___________________________________

Crashing thump, muffled yells, subterranean shatterings. Rhona lurched awake with a shriek, bringing down the makeshift latticework draped with sheets on her bed in a tangled heap.

“Help!” she howled. She distinctly heard Sy laughing as he set the lattice back up. “I heard a noise—” she whimpered as an encore of bangs and subtropical screeches wafted from below. He plopped on her bed and hugged her tightly in her long nightshirt. “Fuck,” she exhaled, sweating.

“They fight like rabid rats,” he said. “If I phoned the cops every time, they’d pave the deck for a chopper pad. It’ll go for another half an hour, then they’ll be in the emergency room or having a good screw. Both, for all I know.”

She hyperventilated like goldfish on a rug. They both knew why she was scared. Around mom’s house, two runaways away, a fight like that meant the man was drunk and would be lurching upstairs, in ugly mood for pounding and worse.

When her heart had slowed to a hundred, he stood up not altogether done laughing. “I know it isn’t funny,” he said, mopping damp black hair off her forehead. “But you did look like a dogfight under those sheets.” 

“I am never getting married,” she shivered, gesturing toward below, where love joust had degenerated into sobbing male‑female ululation. “I’m gonna live all by myself, like you. Can’t stand this shit.” 

“C’mon, Rhona. After what you did to Ardelle’s, no mere guy oughta scare ya.” A signal to think about the happy memory, which in turn would get her to sleep on the worst nights:

She and two likewise disreputable girlfriends had been browse‑wishing penniless in Ardelle’s Thread Spread near the modest plaza on Colorado Boulevard after school on her fifteenth birthday. Or maybe it was during school. They were appraising upscale fashion bits priced at three and four remote figures when furious 280‑pound Ardelle erupted from the register area.

“Alright, you and you and you, OUT!” Ardelle bellowed, pointing to a new sign: “No one under 18 allowed in this store without a parent.” Ardelle believed her considerable shoplifting woes required banishing local students but was known to make gutsy exceptions for kids who harbored charge cards.

When Rhona and plastic‑challenged friends failed to bail, Ardelle seized shoulders and shoved in an exitory direction, hurling Rhona into companions and a humiliating tangle of confusion and profanity. More X‑rated yelling elucidating all principal female sexual features ensued. Fortunately for Ardelle all three girls just happened to have left Uzis and sharp nail files back at the house.

Rhona did not simmer long over the insult. That evening, mellowing on the amphitheater steps sporting triangular enameled sermonettes from classmates incognito “Haze” and “Topic!” in shadowy La Roda Park next to the high school, celebrating her quinceañera with loyal girlfriends, standard mood alterants, and yard‑long boom‑box, they perceived news bulletins that whole bolts of the urban fabric were unraveling in fiery redress. 

Rhona took a long draw, thought carefully for a full twelve‑second concentration span, decided she didn’t like cops, she didn’t like drunken men who drove 100 miles an hour, and she didn’t care enough about adult humans to get worked up about a beating (‘long as it wasn’t her own) or a trial or a verdict. Fuck ‘em all. The politics of race relations, police brutality, and socioeconomic injustice did not come up that evening in the dark back forty of the steep grafitti-adorned park off Yosemite Drive. But a riot—! 

Had the conspiratrixes confined themselves to cannabis, they would have exchanged increasingly amiable falsetto “omigods,” cliched palm‑slapping “right‑ons” at each new chopper report (which is how their riot monitoring began), perchance muddled up the hill above the amphitheater in due course to gigglingly behold urban fireworks. Perchance not. But the chief mood‑enhancer had been a rare bottle of J.D. (shoplifted, no doubt, or perhaps ripped off from a warehouse by unknown benefactor well‑laid for his troubles by friend Xenia to occasion Rhona’s milestone). The mood turned loud, activist, and vengeful: if Watts, Crenshaw, Alvarado, and Hollywood were in erupt and Frederick’s‑of joining the loot list, the sins of Eagle Rock should not go unpunished, no fuckin’ way.

So by incremental escalation three offended, parentless girls heaved a chunk of concrete parking bollock through the broad display window of Ardelle’s Thread Spread and indeed ran like hell. They hid for chemically‑ mediated hours beyond, backs inclined, legs up in the concrete berm on the chilly hillside above the park, a mile from the scene of the ten‑second Eagle Rock Riot of Mayday ‘92, in truth giggling and squealing and shushing each other in three‑part sequelae while the boom‑box sonorously chronicled their city’s fiery apocalypse. The assault on Ardelle’s‑of‑Eagle‑Rock merited a one‑sentence squib in the Times, far below pained paragraphs on the Rodeo Drive outrage. They later heard someone had “looted” Ardelle’s of a few bills in upscale fashion bits (police, occupied elsewhere, not arriving for days), and if that made the riot girls regret their hasty departure from the scene in the immediate sense, it offended none of their long‑term principles.

Reliving this particular act of team‑heaving and glass‑exploding produced a relaxing, warm satisfaction that dispatched Rhona to sleep nights when terrible memories intruded. So what if Ardelle’s had reopened, now with new fashion shreds marked up 70% and steely bars gridding the window where concrete chunk was displayed on a square of hemmed yellow silk, reward notice affixed?

“If you smashed the window at El Pollo Loco because you were pissed at Ardelle, which is what a lot of violence boils down to, I should turn you in,” he said. “But if you go out and revenge some bitch who, for no reason except her own poisonous bigotries relating to your youngness, poorness, and darkness of complexion, shoved you on your ass when all the authorities would have done is chuckle, I see that differently.”

“Then you’d really think it’s okay if I cut up Rick‑the‑dick with a rusty razor because he was gonna rape me,” she pressed.

“More than okay,” he declared. “Call me a law‑‘n‑order guy. Justice, retribution, deterrence, all in one graceful arcing slash. He’s such a miserable prick he’d probably thank you for putting him away.”

Which brought up the ugly topic never far from her thoughts or their conversations.

“We need to call the district attorney Monday,” he said. “They need your testimony more than you think, especially if the medical tests about what he did to those little girls in Verdugo Park are inconclusive.”

They’d talked this over since Friday night—the case, how she might get found so soon after getting away. “What happens about whether you can stay with me is just going to have to be worked out after that,” he said. 

“Easy for you to say,” she murmured. “Can they take fingerprints offa concrete?” 

Pickup on noon street her last day of school came off without event: no R. Chandler scene. Since she was still dressed for school in actual skirt, he took her to actual L’Aubergine to celebrate ninth grade graduation. Back at his loft, reality arrived in tandem.

“I have to admit,” he fumed, “even with all the trouble I’ll get in for luring you from your lawful stead, I’m a lot more pissed about that cook‑guy at the group home who offered you ten bucks—are you shitting me?—to take a fucking shower with him?!”

“His last offer was twenty‑five.”

“Did you—“

“No‑goddammit‑I‑did‑not‑take‑a‑fucking‑shower‑with‑him!” Rhona hollered in staccato indignance.

“What I was gonna ask was, did you tell the group‑home-mom that Mr. Chef was hot to butter a certain stale breadstick?”

“I informed Princess of Darkness of the general situation,” she said primly. “She just told me to stay away from him. He’s that somewhat strange brother of someone important on some board of something somewhere.”

“Oh, is this just how it is for group‑home-girl of the Nineties, then? So first guy does something bad or he doesn’t, he gets ugly or he backs off, you just wait for the next old guy and the next kiss‑me scrub‑me proposition in all its naked originality, and the next one and the next? For Chrissakes, what in the hell is wrong with the alleged grownup male of this species!” He battened hatches for blast into hyper‑rave.

“I hate men, but I wish it was just men,” she said, reeling him back in. “It’s all of them. Men do it, women just... go along... They side with the Man all the time... Women love asshole guys.”

 “Noticed that myself,” he mumbled.

Tears again. “Dad, I tried, I’ve had enough of the shit system. It’s not just this month, it’s been years and years of this, ever since I can remember.”

“‘Take a shower with me!’ Christ on a catamaran...” He looked straight at Earth girl. “Can’t you talk like a fucking lady, for once?”

She enlisted another conserving sip from the one small glass of industrial wine he’d allowed her that evening—his own ration too, she had no grounds for complaint. 

“It’s that,” she said, “but the big thing is, no one talked to me. No one sat up and listened. So I ignore Hot Chef’s bathtime ideas, I can’t take these other sort‑of nice burn‑outs. Even if no more pervs tried to take my pants off, I’d go crazy. I might even kill.”

“Well, Rhona, I decided something—I think it was when you asked me to adopt you,” he said. “Which is: I want a daughter like you, especially one who seems to be developing rare good taste in boys.” 

He was thinking of the note she gave him from worldly boyfriend Kevin‑ of‑Reseda, who insofar as he had been able to decipher San Fernando Valleyesque made not one shower‑taking or otherwise insertional suggestion to Rhona amid a three‑page discourse on her (his) weird concept of “basic human affection” from their lunchroom symposium. “Is that the guy you said I sound like?” he said, waving Kevin’s note.

“De veras,” she said sweetly. “He’s the real intellectual type. But someday Daddy, many years from now, weeks even, I’ll wake his weasel.”

“Weasels wake up stiff after hibernation,” he nodded as if interruption had not transpired: “So, let’s tell the Establishment how it is going to come down in the death‑to‑government Nineties!”

As they learned Monday a.m., Establishments lied to pretty are oblivious dinosaurs; Establishments consulted ugly are not told how it is. But pragmatic Establishments squirrel select individuals compensated to find cracks for the deserving exceptions to fall through when mutual interests mesh.

So it was with the deputy D.A. in the initial interview that smoggy morning on the twelfth floor of the once imposedly erectile Municipal Obelisk obscured by forests of glass and steel edifices and mattress‑dwelling homeless that comprise post‑Reaganomics post‑earthquake‑height‑limit‑repeal downtown L.A. A social worker from the county welfare department, likewise female, sat in, notebook awhir, as deputy D.A. elucidated in paragraphs:

“... Autopsies on the Verdugo Park victims showed evidence of sexual intercourse without consent—” pursed pause—“‘rape’ if you will, but were inconclusive as to perpetrator. We do have witnesses to his contact with one victim in the park, but Ms. Renton’s—Rhona’s—testimony is essential, the judge allowing, to establishing a pattern of prior conduct consistent with sexual attacks on juvenile girls...”

He and Rhona absorbed the legal dissection in gloom, hands interlocked. “We are deeply impressed that you brought her here voluntarily,” the deputy D.A. wound up. “In a city this size, you could have evaded detection for as long as you wanted. The anonymous runaway population in Los Angeles is estimated at ten thousand. And so, sir, I am curious, as is our county welfare representative: what is your proposed course with respect to Rhona’s custody?”

He looked at the girl. They had crafted sociobabble. “Our proposal is that the department assign Rhona independent living status and appoint both a community mentor, a Ms. Hazel DeLaurier, chemical dependency specialist, Eagle Rock High School, and a permanent counselor from the department who would see her on a scheduled basis.” He took a deep breath. “And, that she continue living with me under department supervision.”

There followed a round of energized noting and very‑good‑sir‑we’ll‑consider‑it while Rhona elbowed him and whispered, “Her name’s Hazel?” 

Much regulatory clacking and three more appointments, including long interviews with Rhona alone, ensued that week. They did check his police record (one arrest, misdemeanor, unlawful assembly, failure to disperse, to wit: blocking the Santa Monica Freeway in conjunction with civil disturbance, April 1969; one complaint, no arrest: possession of marijuana by accountability, mass dormitory search, October 1968). Said high school teacher agreed to serve as “mentor,” that was that. Rhona was assigned independent living status (special exception for child under sixteen), allowed to choose her own residence (unspecified) subject to “diligently” pursuing schoolwork and avoiding further arrest, and required to counsel with assigned “mentor” and “periodically as necessary” with department personnel. 

They found out why it had been so simple. Deputy D.A. set forth in megagraphs:

“Frankly, we need Rhona’s testimony. We have linked defendant Richard Lowry, whom we refer to as ‘R‑T‑D’ around the office from the colorful and frankly appropriate name Rhona calls him, to at least two unsolved rape‑homicides of young females found in city parks to which he was assigned. Rhona is clearly a high risk to run away, which she says she has done at least twice before. Her file shows inappropriate behavior regarding men, in the form of suggestive notes she admits writing but insists were directed toward a young male classmate; a 1989 accusation of sexual misconduct by her mother’s live‑in boyfriend which was considered unsubstantiated at the time but may in fact have been true; and her new allegation of bizarre sexual advances by a cook at her group home which we have referred to the department for review, which seems to be meeting some political resistance.

“She also has a couple of misdemeanor priors involving drugs and larceny. She is not the typology of youth the foster‑care system does well with, and I suspect if we force her back into it, she will simply disappear. The fact that you put us in contact with her twice shows good intent outweighing your delay in getting her to report her offense and later helping her leave the group home, especially since she notified you there was alleged sexual impropriety from a staff member there. But I would be less than candid if I didn’t tell you that losing a key witness in a future murder case is not the least part of the reason for this unusual arrangement...”

He got similar lecture from the Department of Human Services social worker, crux as follows: 

“We have interviewed Rhona’s mother. She is a very bright, neurotically childlike woman who sees Rhona more as a threatening sexual rival than as a daughter. Rhona has apparently been physically and sexually abused by at least three of her mother’s boyfriends. She describes normal feelings for you as a father figure. She says you seem concerned for her privacy when she stays with you—“

“Yeah. I’m your post-modern dude. I don’t pay her to take showers with me or rape her in her own bed.”

Professionally pursed lips: “—but given her history of inappropriate contact from adult men, she may tend to sexualize any relationship with a male regardless of age. I would warn you that you are taking considerable risk by letting her live at your apartment. We cannot formally sanction that placement by giving you custody. But we can allow her to choose her own residence for now as long as she keeps up her counseling schedule and school work—“

“C’mon!” he snapped: “You’re scared I’m the weirdo, not her.”

“They never fucking told me that!” she yelled, eyes wide, shaking all over. “He killed two girls! I was upstairs from that dickhead for three weeks! Holy shit!”

“Allegedly,” he said, turning on the flame under the coffee. “They’re still investigating.”

“I know he did! You shoulda seen him that night before I ran away! I was gonna be number three, soon as he decided he was done with Mom!” A chunk of her excitement was industrial phony. It had to do with regaling friends. Which he advised her not to do.

“Key Witness,” he said, “you better consider that Rick‑the‑dick, like Charlie or the Hillside Strangler or fellow slashers, may have some pals they haven’t apprehended yet. So you better lay low if you don’t want to meet ‘em. That’s another reason the county folks like you staying with me even though I could be Manson’s first cousin for all they know—no one knows where you live.”

“Sure, they believe me now that they need me,” she scoffed. “‘Do whatcha want, girl. Just show up for the trial.’ They’re gonna look the other way so they get what they want, but they don’t want to get their own asses burned if they decided wrong!” 

“Congratulations, Rhona. You just defined Nineties adulthood.” He rolled eyes toward her slat-tacked Adjudication & Disposition order, on which they had competed to festoon its copious weasel-phrasings with yellow highlightings and purple starred, exclamationed annotations. “Bet they sloshed a coupla cases of white-out on your psycho-jailist files to recast you Santa Rhona The Previously Misunderstood.”

So he got to hear the gory details of what Key Witness would tell her friends, years from now if not weeks. “‘Sexual intercourse without consent’!” she mimicked. “That’s a nice way to put it. Sounds like these guys just kinda forget to ask the kids first.”

He started to speak, she held up her hand. “So they think I’d just split? Like they wanna put away Mr. Rick more than I do!”

“I gotta stress something to you, Rhona,” he said. “This whole situation’s gonna require a lot of self‑discipline on our parts. You notice I’ve really been careful this week, and we’ve got to keep being careful.

“You know I don’t have anything against kids drinking, or drugs, or shit like that as long as there’s no trouble. I used enough of that stuff when I was a kid, and enough alcohol now, to know most people control it and those who don’t can be any age. But this is not a normal situation. You get busted for drugs or drinking or skipping school or any trouble at all, you better consider it your ticket back to the institution not of your choice. I don’t know how many times I heard these last two weeks about whatta chance I’m taking and whatta chance they’re taking and four hundred ways this little experiment could end suddenly and badly, and how they can’t even officially give me five bucks for your AIDS test.”

“So I gotta be more grown up than grownups an’ fortunately that’s not difficult—” she said obnoxiously. 

“Well, this is what I’m gonna do,” the alleged grownup pending further investigation declared, trying to look severe, “and I know it would drive chem‑dep Hazel into jake hysteria. I’m not going to be drinking three, four (okay, five, six) glasses of wine a night or sneaking a bottle to the park Friday afternoons like I did, and I’m not going to give up something I enjoy altogether, either. It’s going to be just one, like you’ve seen this week, when the time is right, and you’re welcome to do a little along with me here at home, but no drinking or drugs anywhere else—not in the park, not at school, not in a bar, not at a party, nowhere, not me, not you. Is that fair?”

She looked a little dismayed, not much. “Smoking with the stoners last month wasn’t that much fun, to be truthful. I had two great highs this year—that night of the riots, and that first night we stayed up till six talking. The rest of them you can have.”

“That was a great talk all right, but that was then, this is now,” he said. “This is discipline time for those who hate the d-word.”

Rhona wondered whether she’d have busted the window at Ardelle’s if she hadn’t been stoked. She was sure she would have. The news on Frederick’s‑of‑

Hollywood had been too good. On the other hand, there were other intoxicated indiscretions she’d rather forget. Low profile seemed like a good idea.

“Can I at least take showers with guys?” she pleaded. She thought about the post‑larval condition of his bathtub. “Never mind.”

CHILDHOOD RAPE, “TEEN‑AGE” AIDS
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By S.Y. Smith

Some 500 American teen‑agers have been diagnosed with deadly AIDS acquired from sexual contact. Given that AIDS takes eight to 10 years to develop from exposure to the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), nearly all of these adolescent victims were infected from sexual abuses during childhood...

Lingering death from AIDS is simply one more horror to result from a fraction of the hundreds of thousands of rapes of children the recent National Women’s Study projects occur every year—inflicted by adult rapists whose average age is two decades older than the victims...

After a decade of quarreling over what we call “teenage pregnancy” and AIDS, grown adults from Planned Parenthood to the Centers for Disease Control to Congress to fundamentalist preachers can’t bring themselves to admit the most obvious, fundamental facts: most of these are adult male behavior problems. Today’s official and media lies attacking “teen‑age” sex and silly quarrels over high school condom handouts not only conveniently ignore the fact that adult men are the partners in three‑fourths of all so‑called “teen‑age” pregnancy and VD, but also an even more crucial and tragic point:

Millions of our youth never had the chance to abstain from being raped in childhood or adolescence. Hypocritical moralizing by adults today is too late to prevent thousands (perhaps tens of thousands) of our young from dying from an AIDS killer they had no part or choice in contracting—
It was the time of day he really liked, shockorange sunset through rosy smog while he vegged in a chaise lounge on the deck after a truly trying day chained to the godless green screen. Rhona panted in the door, scampered behind the latticework to change wet skirt to frayed jeans, then out to the deck with a white package, plopped on his knee, and planted a sloppy kiss on his deforesting head. He put his arms lightly around her, a reflex.

“Gotta job,” she announced. She’d wandered up and down the fabled boulevard before encountering an outdoor car wash paying washers by the car.

“Rinsing cars on commission?” he said. “And they didn’t ask for six references and a bond?”

“Seventy‑five cents each,” she glowed. “I go around at night, throw mud on ‘em.”

“Thank god for the subminimum training wage. Keeps us old farts rich.”

“You laugh,” she said, brandishing gritty fingernails and baleful eye. “I made eleven‑seventy‑five cash in just three hours today, ‘nough to buy this.” She tossed a blood‑wrapped steak on the table, first one on the premises in months. “I can’t go any longer without meat. I’m a child, you know.”

He gazed carnivorously. “By the way,” she inquired. “How’s the deranged‑teenager paper coming? Am I still the star?”

“Yeah,” he said, “round about. My paper on how adult men perpetrate most ‘teen’ pregnancy, which you brought up, was accepted today for publication in the Journal of Invertebrate and Upscale Reptilian Sexuality.”

“Oooooh.”

“You laugh, girl,” he said. “You wash mere chassis of iron and vinyl at seventy‑five cents a rinse, I hose down the human soul for free.”

“Oooooh. Fuck you.”

“Talk like a lady. Or the talk shows will never let you on after I release my most magnificent work, ‘Basic Human Affection, Parking Bollock Trajection, and Rusty Razor Regimen as Multivariate Coping Tools in Interpersonal Conflict Resolution: A Case History of Rad Rhona.’“ She threatened to dump scummed‑over coffee in his lap.

Which reminded him he had some more good news. “The lab called with your HIV test results. Negatory. You don’t have AIDS.”

He expected delight. Instead, she looked wordlessly toward the setting sun‑ball, her expression so miserable that he felt a flash of panic. He waited for her to say something.

“There is not even an hour in the best day of my life,” she said in monotone, “when I don’t think about how they ruined my life, how many times I wished they had just killed me. Now I know they really didn’t. So I have to live and think about all that shit forever. Forever and ever.”

He opened his mouth twice to say something stupid, shut it twice, and held her tighter on his lap in the gathering dusk, not knowing if that helped anything. She was quiet for a long time before getting up and slowly walking up the steps to the loft.


