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PROLOGUE

 


I’m thirty-four years old. Thirty-four and nine
months. Someday I’ll be too old for this and maybe I already am.
Depends who you ask, what their frame of mind is. Objective
analysis is worthless; subjective opinion is all that matters.

So I’m almost
thirty-five and I’m sitting at a bar in Uptown. That’s part of
Minneapolis, the boutique section. Manufactured hip, so to speak.
Restaurants and shops designed to appeal to the well educated,
sophisticated consumer, lots of them younger than me. Most of the
residents are about the age I was when I moved back to this city.
My apartment was just a few blocks north of this bar.

Now inside this bar,
the crowd is even younger. I’m looking at undergrads swarming in
from the other side of the river where the dorms are. I know
something about that, too. The U of M was my alma mater, after all.
I know I made the trip many times. The bars surrounding the campus
over in Dinkytown get crowded and annoying.

Can’t blame them. So
here I am with my gin and tonic. No one’s propositioned me yet but
the night is young. I’m no longer the first to be hit on (well,
actually, I never was) but I can bide my time. There’s no need to
feel desperate since I have a boyfriend… but more about him
later.

The college boys here
tonight will start by hitting on girls their own age. They were all
born after the Bicentennial and never knew what it was like before
MTV was on the air. Let them frolic within their generation. Let
them ignore me for now. But after a while, some of them will fail
to get beyond the opening line.

They try it on the
hopelessly beautiful girls first. That is, hopeless for them. Then
they approach the plainer Janes, even the fat ones. These girls
ought to be flattered by the attention but they aren’t. Why would
that be? Could it be that the attitude came across through the
half-hearted approaches? So frustrating.

Some will go home
defeated and jealous of the guys who’d picked up the willing girls.
But a few will give me more than a passing glance. What’s this
older woman doing here? She’s not bad looking, is she? Great hair,
if that ever matters to them. Tall, that’s for sure.

I couldn’t help it: I
put on a black dress this evening. My pale legs show up a little
obviously against the inky hemline. Some people have told me that
my legs are pretty. Well, they are long but my calves are
too skinny.

All right. They notice
an older woman in a black dress sitting alone at the bar. She’s
showing off her legs and otherwise looks bored. They remember the
mystique of the older woman. Sophisticated, experienced, horny.
And, as they’ve read in skin magazines, the older woman doesn’t
play games.

Oh, my God! The
rejected boys think. What an opportunity!

It’s true that I don’t
play games. But I enjoy toying with younger men. It’s a subtle
distinction.

My name is Frieda
Hamel. I was born in Duluth on the summer solstice of 1963. Even
though the sun was up as long as it would be for the year, I never
had what would be called a sunny disposition. My father ran the
pharmacy at a big drugstore down in Cloquet, which was where I
actually grew up until the sixth grade. My mother was a part time
bookkeeper at the drugstore. They made careers out of that
drugstore but moved us to my native city in time for puberty. I
gather they expected the schools to be better in Duluth, that there
were more resources in a larger city.

Duluth is more or less
the capital of Minnesota’s Iron Range, where they dug taconite iron
ore out of the ground for the steel factories. Sent the ore out on
huge cargo ships across Lake Superior to Michigan and points east.
Duluth is a lake port. I guess they sent freight trains down to
Duluth from the mines. It was a good business as long as the steel
plants were producing larges quantities of the metal here in the
USA.

But when the plants
began to fail, the market for the iron ore collapsed. So the Iron
Range, up in the northeast corner of the state, became poorer and
poorer. My father didn’t work the shipyard and he didn’t dig coal.
People still got sick, of course, probably more so as times got
worse and that’s where my family came in.

So I didn’t come from
a blue-collar household. Not that the working class parents didn’t
value their children’s education, but those of us with
white-collar, professional parents were better able to be prodded
to academic achievement at home. Prodded, badgered and annoyed, at
least in my case. I suppose it was all the worse for me as an only
child.

Socially, I was
nowhere in high school. I’ve mentioned being tall and having once
been skinny. I hit five-eleven, my full height, when I was fifteen
and never weighed more than 120 pounds until long after graduation.
I had glasses, was awkward and clumsy. Simply put, I was a
nerd.

But I’m not as
intelligent as people seemed to think I was. I mean, with all that
going against me, I should have been a genius. Well, I got the
grades and the SAT scores to get into the U. There was a campus in
Duluth but naturally I chose Minneapolis instead. It was there that
my true intellectual mediocrity came to light.

The popcorn’s flying!
Look at it rain over the heads of those three girls over there. I
mean the ones at that table to my left, just past the dartboard.
And now three boys are coming over to meet them. Well, it’s pretty
clear which of the guys is the Alpha male: the football-player
shoulders and wavy blond hair give him status. Sure enough, the
Alpha female is speaking for her trio. She’s got long blond hair,
probably a cheerleader from farm country. She could be the Butter
Princess at the State Fair. Or whatever they’re called.

Here we go: the boys
have been invited to sit. Now we have to sort out the second and
third places in the pecking order. Uh-oh. Check the body language
on bachelor number three. I think we know who’s getting stuck with
the chubby girl. Slumped shoulders, chin on his forearm. Bummer,
dude.

Baby, I know just how
you feel. If you can get away, I’ll tell you what it was like.

 


 



PART ONE

 


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Believe me, I was never the Alpha female.

I went off to college
in the fall of 1981, happy and excited to be moving out of the
Range. My parents drove me down in the old gray Chevy, which wasn’t
quite so old in those days. The trunk held just about everything I
was taking with me to the dormitory, most of it new.

It felt like a new
beginning, which it was of course. I had been to the Twin Cities
several times, most recently for freshman orientation. So I knew
what the skyscrapers looked like. But except for the orientation,
these had been family expeditions. My parents took me sightseeing,
less for shopping than for cultural enrichment. There were the big
theaters: the Guthrie in Minneapolis and the Ordway in St. Paul and
museums such as the Walker and the Landmark. We also went to
smaller theaters and galleries and attended outdoor concerts in the
summer. I was taken to the Uptown cinema to see art films unlikely
to be shown anywhere else in Minnesota (my parents didn’t buy a VCR
until after I was in college).

We did little that
wasn’t somehow educational. But I did single-handedly spoil the
family trips to the State Fair in St. Paul. By the time I was
eleven, I began feeling sorry for the once-fascinating farm animals
on display in the barns. I led a tearful protest against having to
go to a place where the pigs and cattle were on death row. I got my
way for once and even vowed to become a vegetarian. But that solemn
declaration didn’t last out the year. On the other hand, I wouldn’t
go to the fair again until the early ’90s.

The Renaissance
Festival, with its costumed performers and craft booths, was more
to my liking at the time and didn’t fall out of favor with me until
I was in high school. Most of us react against childhood pleasures
sooner or later after we hit adolescence.

Like I said, I was a
nerd in high school. Whether that contributed to my shyness or vice
versa, the practical effect was that I had few friends and good
grades. I never went on a date. Never. I’m sure my father was
pleased. He was liberal when it came to politics but was
straight-laced and dull otherwise, as our family activities in the
Twin Cities ought to suggest.

I think he enjoyed
having a serious young daughter; a girl he felt he could trust.
He’d never be part of that old joke where a nervous kid buys
condoms from a pharmacist without realizing it’s his new
girlfriend’s father.

My mother worried more
about my lack of a social life. I was not cooperative when she
broached the subject. But she was not terribly confident about
discussing love and sex. Actually, mother wasn’t so different from
me at that age. She and my father married young, cutting off years
of experience she might have had. I loved my mother but damn well
didn’t want to emulate her. She was also not assertive except when
operating in collaboration with my father.

So she backed off from
confrontation over a situation that pleased my father. She’d sigh
and say I was probably just a late bloomer. I’d agree with all the
grudging lack of enthusiasm of a teenager.

The fact was I
certainly did have a libido and frequently used my long fingers to
good advantage. Despite that inclination, I never got myself worked
up over any boy enough to experiment beyond solitary masturbation.
I never thought it was worth sneaking into a guy’s bedroom while
his parents weren’t home if I didn’t want to go steady with him. I
wasn’t afraid of sex so much as put off by surrounding it with
discomfort and inconvenience. Besides, loud and clumsy boys my own
age just weren’t appealing to me. I usually fantasized about older
men, from movie stars to teachers.

If my father hoped I
was saving myself for marriage, he was wrong. I was saving myself
for college.

No one had to tell me
this was an opportunity to reinvent myself. While the immature boys
in high school didn’t attract me, I wasn’t exactly in a position to
defend my chastity from them, either. My tangled red hair, pasty
complexion, thick glasses, bony limbs, flat chest, and big feet
warded boys off like garlic to vampires.

During my senior year,
I ventured to kiss an equally unattractive boy in the drama club’s
costume closet. We had agreed to it out of a mutual sense of pity.
He was shorter than me, chubby and was a poor kisser. I hadn’t even
necked with anyone before that and I could still tell how bad he
was at it. He was actually a real gentleman despite his awkward
lips and bad breath. His pudgy hands barely moved above or below my
waist.

Unfortunately, the sad
little make-out session led him to believe he had the right to
follow me around school and join me for lunch. It was like a baby
bird waddling after its mother. I finally got rid of him by
confessing that I really had a secret boyfriend across the bridge
in Superior, Wisconsin. He didn’t believe me, I’m sure, but he got
the message.

Anyway, that was the
sum total of my experience with extra-familial affection before
enrolling at the U. I had to remove the garlic from around my neck
in the meantime. Or remove as much of it as I could.

The first thing I did
was to try and get a tan, taking advantage of our cherished North
Country summer. Lying out in the back yard, wearing gym shorts and
a bra, I didn’t get copper skin; freckles exploded on my face and
shoulders like an allergic reaction to sunlight. On the other hand,
my hair bleached into a nice shade of strawberry blond.

Then I got contact
lenses and experimented with make-up. And my wardrobe had to be
entirely upgraded. Luckily, my parents supported my efforts with
open wallets. Because my long legs were too skinny, I picked up
skirts with hems that brushed my mid-shins. Tight designer jeans
seemed to suit my figure nicely so I got a variety in different
colors. Baggy blouses and sweaters hid the disappointment that was
my chest. I also found some cute vests. I decided that vests and
jeans would be my personal fashion statements.

For years, I had been
wearing plain, flat-heeled shoes in addition to the inevitable Keds
and Converses. I had no desire to add inches to my height in the
halls and classrooms of my school. But I was struck by an urge to
step into high heels and exaggerate my stature.

While it’s true that
there are many tall people in the Upper Midwest, I still felt like
a bit of a freak at five-eleven. But maybe if I stood up straight
in my new clothes among strangers, I would no longer be called
“scarecrow” and “lez-bean-pole” (yes, I was rumored to be a
lesbian). It was a brave moment of defiance that was going to be
sorely tested in September.

I was nervous about
meeting my roommate. As it happened, she had already moved in
before I got there so I didn’t see her parents. She was a
voluptuous girl with long, dark hair, a round face and ready smile.
Next to someone other than me, she would have seemed tall. She was
dressed casually in a tee shirt and corduroys.

“Hi, I’m Anne Connors.”

“Frieda Hamel.”

I introduced my
parents. Anne wouldn’t have to ask where I got my height with my
father looming over all of us at six-five. Or my complexion with my
red-headed mother at my side. I was happy to see them off within a
few minutes and get on with settling in on my own. Well, not
quite.

Anne and I finished
unpacking as we shared the basic information. My new roommate was
from Montevideo in the southwest quarter of the state. She was
majoring in economics and had graduated with honors from high
school. I was not declared for a major so far. Anne had a stereo
set and a small refrigerator; I was happy to see these appliances,
having just a portable radio and not even a cooler.

“Do you come from a
large family?” Anne asked as we relaxed, sitting on our respective
beds.

“No,” I admitted. “I…
I’m an only child.”

“Oh, wow,” she
reacted, widening her brown eyes. “I don’t know what that’s like. I
have three sisters and a brother. Must have been great not having
to fight over the bathroom or wear your sisters’
hand-me-downs.”

Anne went to turn on her stereo.

“I think it made me shy.”

“You don’t seem shy,” Anne said with an
encouraging smile.

She tuned the radio to
some kind of bubble gum pop. I preferred soulful singer-songwriter
types such as Carole King or Carly Simon but I was anxious to get
along with Anne so I shook my head when she asked if I had any
objection to the station.

“I’m trying not to be
shy,” I told her.

“Oh, well, I guess
that makes sense. Oh, I just realized! You never shared a bedroom
with a sister, did you? Bet that makes you nervous, huh?”

“Not really,” I
lied.

“Come on, Frieda, it’s
okay,” Anne insisted, flashing that big smile again. “We’re all
strangers here right now. But we’re also like sisters. The whole
floor, sisters, right?”

“Except we’re all
eighteen years old.”

Anne laughed as though
I’d said something very funny. Maybe it was forced laughter but I
appreciated the effort she was making to reassure me. What a
sweetheart!

“Well, as far as it
goes between us,” she said, “don’t be afraid of me getting into
your stuff. I mean, I’d never borrow anything without asking.”

“I guess we won’t be
fighting over clothes,” I murmured, skirting the topic of how
differently we were built.

Anne giggled and shook her head.

“I wish I could fit into your jeans,” she
said. “What are you, size one?”

“Two,” I replied a bit sharply.

“God, I envy you. I’ve got hips like a
horse!”

Her envy was only an
embarrassment to me. I eagerly took the opportunity to divert the
discussion to Anne’s body.

“You’ve got hips like
a real woman,” I said. “That’s all. Forget my jeans. I wish you
could fit into my tops… Or I could fill yours out.”

“Oh,” Anne replied,
cupping her hands under her big, full, rolling breasts, “believe
me, these are more trouble than they’re worth sometimes.”

“But the guys like
them, right?”

“Yeah, well, that’s no
compliment, is it? Boys like me because I have an outgoing
personality. I mean if they get to know me at all. I don’t like
being stared at just ‘cause I’m a little top heavy.”

“I guess I understand
what you’re saying.”

“Good. Now, speaking
of boys, what’s your romantic situation? Any special guy back in
Duluth?”

“No,” I said, quickly
going into a fabrication, “but there was a guy I was dating last
winter but I dumped him before we graduated. I didn’t really love
him, though. It was… I mean I felt sorry for him.”

“My sister Penny had a
guy like that,” Anne nodded. “But she ended up marrying him. Now
everyone feels sorry for her!”

I laughed with Anne,
less from amusement than as a release of tension. It was the first
time I had really burst out laughing with her.

“Well, I have a
wonderful boyfriend!” Anne exclaimed. “He’s not at the U,
though. Sean’s going to Mankato State. I just hope he can transfer
here next spring. Want to see his photo?”

“Sure.”

Anne went over to her
desk and went into her pocketbook. She brought over a snapshot and
let me hold it. Sean turned out to be a sandy-haired boy with high
cheekbones, a pug nose and a sly grin. His eyes were hard to see
because he was squinting in the shot, whether from bright sunlight
or merely an affectation I couldn’t tell.

“Isn’t he a fox?” Anne
demanded.

“Dreamy,” I replied
with sarcasm I assumed was lost on her.

“You can’t see his
body in that picture,” Anne said as I gave it back, “but it’s
awesome! He was on the hockey team. He’s trying out for the team at
MSU.”

“Good for him.”

Smiling, I gave Sean’s
picture back to Anne. She kissed the little image with a loud
“mwuh” and sighed dramatically.

“I know, I know. He’s
not your type.”

I shrugged,
intimidated by Anne’s powers of perception.

“Do you go for the
smart, serious type or the funny, nutty type?” Anne asked, waving
the snapshot as she stepped back to her bed.

“What do you
think?” I asked, trying to sound playful while painfully eager to
find out how I was coming across to her.

“Well, you seem really
smart and a little on the serious side,” Anne replied. “That’s what
made me think maybe you’d like some straight-A, student government
leader. Or you know how opposites, like, attract? Maybe you’d
rather date the class clown.”

“You think I’m
serious?” I asked, ignoring her misguided analysis (although I’d
certainly prefer the class clown). “Like no sense of humor?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Not at all.”

“Boring, then?”

“Gosh, not so far,”
Anne protested with a grimace. “If anything, you seem a bit shy.
You said so yourself, remember?”

“I’m not mad at you,”
I said. “Just, you know, self-conscious.”

Someone rapped on the
door, which we had left open. Looking over my left shoulder, I saw
a small woman with black, curly hair and a sweatshirt with the U
logo printed on it. She was also clutching a clipboard.

“Hi, I’m Harriet
Osgood, your local resident assistant. No, don’t introduce
yourselves. I have a fifty-fifty chance of getting this right.”

I smiled while Anne
giggled. Sure enough, Harriet identified us accurately but I had to
correct her on the pronunciation of my last name.

“It’s ‘Hay-mill’, not
‘Ham-mul’. One M, One L.”

“All right,” Harriet
nodded. “Well, I wanted to let you two know that there’s an
orientation floor meeting in the lounge this evening at seven.
Gives all of us the chance to say hello and share a little about
ourselves. I’ll go over some of the rules. You know, quiet hours,
guest policy, stuff like that. I strongly urge both of you to
attend.”

“We’ll be there,” I said.

“You bet,” Anne agreed.



I spent the rest of
the afternoon in Anne’s company. We were almost clinging to each
other as the only people we knew on the large campus, at least for
the time being. Actually, each of us had high school classmates who
had also enrolled at the U but neither of us knew where any of them
had been assigned housing just then.

We had dinner together
at the nearest cafeteria and I found that mass produced college
food was at least better than mass produced high school food. Even
as I politely listened to Anne’s babbling, I kept thinking about
how strange this all was. I would figuratively step back and feel
astonished. Hundreds of us in the immediate area, thousands of us
overall, herded in together for our education. We were consigned to
cell-like rooms with plywood and particle-board furniture, free
from our parents’ supervision, thinking of ourselves as adults. I
wasn’t afraid to be here but I was awestruck, anxious to get on
with college life yet self-conscious all the same.

“Don’t you think we’re
being looked at by everyone?” I asked Anne on our way back to the
dorm. “Looked at and judged by our appearance? The guys are
probably scoring and grading our bodies and the girls are comparing
themselves to us. I mean we’re either sex objects or
competition.”

“Jeez, Frieda,” she
replied, “that’s nothing new. People don’t change that much between
high school and college. Let ’em look. I don’t care. They better
start thinking about studying instead of how everyone else rates
for looks.”

“Well, yeah, but we’ve
got this floor meeting to get through. We’re all girls up
there.”

“So?”

“So we’re going to go
around in a circle and introduce ourselves, right?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“All these other girls
will stare at me at the same time,” I said, working myself into
anxiety. “They’ll think about how skinny I am.”

“And they’ll be jealous.”

“No they won’t.”

“Yeah they will,” Anne
insisted, nudging my elbow. “You look real classy in those jeans.
They’ll say ‘I wish I had such long legs.’”

“No, they’ll look at you and say ‘I wish I
had her curves.’”

“They’ll say ‘I’m glad I don’t have her fat
ass!’”

We laughed and jostled each other as we
walked.

“They’ll look at me and say ‘I’m glad
I don’t have her flat chest.’”

“Well, let’s just look
at each of them and think about what we wouldn’t want,” Anne
suggested. “Then we can talk about it in our room tonight. How
‘bout that?”

I nodded, grateful for
her notion to cope with the scrutiny to come. And I was grateful
for something else.

“Do you really think I look good in these
jeans?”

“Oh my God! Oh my God!”

Anne gripped my forearm and I stumbled into a
full stop on the sidewalk.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, startled and
worried. “Are you all right?”

“That guy with the
green eyes I was checking out in the cafeteria,” she said rapidly.
“He just walked by over there.”

I looked in the direction she was
pointing.

“Where?”

“Oh, he’s gone,” Anne
answered, starting us walking again. “Off to the left. But we were,
like, in total eye contact when he walked past us. Oh, my God, he’s
so bee-yoo-ti-ful!”

I was relieved when
she didn’t try to pull me into a left turn where the paths
intersected. But I was confused.

“What about Sean?”

“Aw, it’s all right.
He’d be glad to know guys at the U think I’m attractive. Anyway, I
was just looking.”

And I hadn’t noticed
the boy at all. I wondered what was wrong with me.

Lying in bed that
night, I couldn’t get to sleep. I was furious with myself and
wished I could do that floor meeting over again. But by definition,
you can’t revise a first impression.

Anne and I had sat in
a corner of the lounge area with a cluster of girls corresponding
with the handful of rooms at our end of the hall. This regional
confederation only made sense because these were the girls we had
met so far over the course of the day.

Just as I’d thought,
Harriet the RA had us go around the room and introduce ourselves.
Three things: “name, hometown and what’s the biggest misconception
people have about you?” Here, as Harriet explained, was an
opportunity to shake off the “bad baggage” of high school.

I didn’t like the idea
at all. Why bring up what you didn’t want anyone to know about you
in the first place? Not your deep, personal secrets but what you
had been accused of by unfriendly kids only months ago?

There was some
repetition as the turn was passed around the chairs and sofas on
its way to me. Several girls said, “some people think I can’t keep
a secret” and two said, “some people think I don’t care about how I
make others feel.” All of them kept using that structure “some
people think…” only because the first girl had said it that way.
The conformity was disconcerting but I was too worried about which
among many misconceptions I would share to think of a better
opening.

Then it was Anne’s
turn. I was not surprised to hear her say: “Anne Connors, from
Montevideo. Some people think I’m dumb.”

I noticed some girls
nodding their heads in sympathy. Weren’t a lot of us patronized and
ignored because males thought we couldn’t understand things they
thought were important? How many of us in the lounge were proving
something to a bratty brother, a rotten boy next door, or even a
smug teacher by getting into college?

But my feminist fervor
was rattled away when Harriet called out: “Next.”

“Frieda Hamel,” I
said, making a conscious effort to speak up. “I’m from Duluth. I
guess I’d say people think that I’m…”

Don’t say shy! I
screamed inside my brain. Don’t say shy!

“…stuck-up, arrogant.
But I’m really… um, shy.”

With that, I had gone
right back to where I had been. How much more interesting would it
have been had I simply reversed it. Said I was thought to be shy
but was really conceited. It would have made a lot of them angry
but it would have given me instant notoriety and a new reputation.
It would have also been a change from all those plaintive little
remarks from my peers who were trying to look good in front of
everyone else. It would have been look out for that tall one,
she’s mean! But the more interesting girls might have decided I
was worth getting to know because of that.

But no, I’d blown that
chance. I was going to be Frieda the shy, clumsy geek for another
semester. It hadn’t even been true that anyone had ever thought I
was a snobby bitch.

“I can’t do anything
right,” I whispered to my sleeping roommate.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Whether I was really
shy or whether I was really arrogant, I was starting to make more
friends over the first week. They were all girls from my dormitory
but at least I had found people to talk with outside my own room.
There was Claudine from Hopkins; Jane from Chaska; Barbara from
Stillwater; and Helen from Red Wing. Anne was part of the group as
well. We’d get together as a full congregation some nights or walk
around campus in pairs between classes.

Barbara turned out to
be the natural leader among us, our “alpha.” She was the one real
beauty, having the right combination of perfect facial bone
structure and sleek curves below her neck. Anne was bustier than
Barbara but Barbara’s boobs were firmer than hers and bigger than
mine by two cup sizes.

She wasn’t very nice
but wasn’t cruel, either. Barbara had a bad temper most of the time
yet it was obvious she enjoyed having us follow her around. It was
as obvious as the fact that we were hoping Barbara’s attractiveness
would rub off on us. Barbara was not vain so much as she was
confident in her looks.

On the other hand, we
were jealous of Barbara and said catty things behind her back. It
was pretty easy to settle on calling her “Barbie Doll” but I was
the one who came up with the idea of shortening it to “B. D.” in
case we were overheard. We didn’t want some troublemaker from
outside our clique to go report it to our young queen.

Anne, with her sweet
disposition and top-heavy build, was the beta female if any of us
were. It was a bonus to be her roommate. Claudine was Barbara’s
roommate but unlike Anne, she really was fat and almost ugly. She
dressed well but was pathetically attached to Barbara, petrified of
offending her. We often excluded Claudine from our conversations
because we didn’t trust her.

Jane was also fat but
she was prettier by far than Claudine. She hated her roommate, the
one girl on the floor who was taller than me. We called her “Ammy”
as short for “Amazon.” I sure didn’t mind having someone else that
tall around but I was jealous of her athletic body. Jane couldn’t
stand the way “Ammy” would wake up before dawn to go running.
“Ammy” also had a boring “girl jock” personality.

Helen wasn’t fat like
Jane and Claudine or skinny like me. She was sort of average in her
looks but she could be very funny. I loved having her in the
clique; she did almost nothing to make me feel self-conscious. Her
roommate was a truly shy girl from Iowa who seemed overwhelmed to
be north of the border in Minneapolis. We could or should have done
something to help the girl cope but largely ignored her.

We would have wanted
to kill anyone who said it at the time but we were still
adolescents. As such, we were not big on compassion; moreover, as
conventional Minnesotans, we felt contempt for anyone and anything
from Iowa. If Wisconsin was our sibling rival, Iowa was our dumb
country cousin.

These connections were
made with the rapidity of shipboard romances and for similar
reasons. It was to Helen that I confessed how stupid I’d felt at
the floor meeting. We were having a smoke in my room on our first
Thursday afternoon. After coughing my way through my first
cigarette since a junior high experiment, I opened up a bit.

“It’s hard for me to
live here. I’m an only child; I never went to summer camp; I never
had a slumber party.”

“It’s hard for all of
us,” Helen replied.

“But you guys had
experiences that I didn’t have. It’s got to help.”

“Don’t be silly. For a
shy girl, you’ve been getting along pretty well.”

After I settled into
bed that night, Anne sat up and asked if I was going to stay awake
and read for a while. I said that I would. Then Anne got up and
headed out, she said, for the bathroom.

I realized that the
chemistry textbook I was trying to read would be putting me under
before long. I took off my glasses and put the book away, leaving
my gooseneck lamp blazing so that Anne could see her way back to
bed.

The door opened after
a few more minutes. I heard shrill laughter and squinted helplessly
at the blurred region beyond the foot of my bed. By the time I put
my glasses back on, all five of them had come into the room. Anne,
Barbara, Helen, Jane and Claudine, wearing robes, pajamas or
nightgowns. Well, Barbara was the only one in a nightgown. Except
for Anne, they were each carrying sleeping bags or bundled
blankets.

“It’s your first
slumber party!” Anne announced.

I was awestruck and
moved almost to tears. I wanted to hug each one of them and I might
have but for the possibility of looking desperate for their
friendship.

Barbara and Claudine
camped out between our beds while Helen and Jane ended up stretched
out next to the closet. The conversations were innocuous, filled
with girlish topics such as clothes, pop stars and the boys around
us on campus. We also compared notes on classes and professors
based on what we’d been able to figure out so far.

I learned that my new
friends liked my vests and high heels, something I had been too
timid to ask about. Barbara said something like “wait till some guy
unbuttons your vest for you.” It made me squirm with mingled
embarrassment and hope.

The whole time, we had
been passing around a couple of jug wine bottles. Like that
afternoon’s cigarette, I had not been very experienced with
alcohol. Over the course of the party, I was getting drunk.

After the first hour
or so, Barbara pulled out a little bottle of Southern Comfort from
her sleeping bag.

“This is the real
stuff,” she said. “Everyone take a sip, no more than a mouthful so
we all get some.”

Barbara took the first
hit and handed it up to me. I gulped some down, the syrupy texture
concealing an alcohol burn for my tongue and throat. Helen got the
bottle next. Only Claudine missed out, the wine having knocked her
unconscious.

“Wimp,” Barbara snorted when she noticed her
roommate’s condition.

She drank some more and gave it back to
me.

“Finish it, Red. It’s your party.”

I drank it down
quickly and barely managed to put the empty bottle on my desk
without dropping the thing. My stomach was warm and it felt
unstable. I closed my eyes and hoped that I wouldn’t have to cross
the obstacle course of sleeping girls on my way to heaving into a
toilet.

“Okay,” Barbara said,
sitting up cross-legged. “Let’s hear it. How’d everyone lose their
virginity?”

I clenched my fists
under the blanket. I hadn’t known these people for even a week yet.
No way was I going to confess to being a virgin. I sorted through
my backlog of masturbatory fantasies for one that seemed relatively
plausible. It would also have to be one I’d used so often that it
might as well have been something that had happened in real
life.

“I’ll go first,” Barbara declared, true to
her bold attitude.

“What about Claudine?” Helen asked dryly.

“She’s obviously a virgin,” Jane said.

“No,” Barbara replied.
“She told me. Her pediatrician raped her when she was ten years
old, or something. Messed up her head ever since.”

I should have been
appalled by her cavalier betrayal of Claudine’s secret, especially
since it involved a terrible crime. But I had been too distracted
for it to make a full impact.

“God, Barbara!” Anne
exclaimed.

“What?” she snapped.
“It’s true! I wouldn’t make up something like that!”

“It’s just so gross,”
Anne said. “I wish I hadn’t heard it.”

“Then tell us about
yours,” Barbara said. “I’m sure it was something wonderful.”

Anne sighed but soon
warmed to her topic. I almost laughed when she said Sean had
deflowered her when they were sixteen. Anne just worshipped her
boyfriend so much it was disgusting. I only liked it when Anne
noticed other hunks on campus and reacted with unvarnished lust.
Only then was it as if Sean had never existed.

Barbara said that her
first time had been at fourteen with her mother’s boyfriend.
Barbara’s mother had been divorced at the time and Barbara hadn’t
wanted this man to be her stepfather. So she’d seduced him and let
her mother catch them “getting down on my bed, right in the middle
of my stuffed animal collection.” Her mother had beaten the bum
with a fireplace poker and that was the last either had seen of
him.

Jane and Helen had
each done it more conventionally, losing their innocence with
boyfriends at ages seventeen and sixteen, respectively. Then I was
up. Thank God, they’d allowed me to go last.

“I did it with this
garage mechanic,” I lied. “Right after I got my driver’s license.
I’d met him when my mother had taken the car to get fixed. He was
the youngest guy working there; I think he was twenty. Worked for
his father. He had blond hair and he was really, really built… and
tall, super tall. I found out he closed the garage on Tuesdays. So
I drove there at closing time and he was all by himself, right? I
told him I needed something fixed and he said he couldn’t help me;
he’d just closed. Then I said it wasn’t the car, it was me.”

“I thought you said
you were shy,” Helen commented.

“I… I was overcome by
lust. He was surprised ’cause he didn’t know I felt that way about
him. But he took me inside the garage, over to this Cadillac he’d
been fixing and we did it in the back seat.”

“Was it big?” Jane asked.

“Well, yeah. It was a Cadillac.”

When they all laughed
at me, I was afraid it was because they hadn’t believed my story.
Then I caught on. I laughed with them and punched my pillow.

“Oh, he was
huge,” I reported. “It hurt me, it was so big. Anyway, he
was married so we only did it once.”

“Married, huh?” Jane
said. “Men are such pigs. He was probably looking for a quick
fling.”

“Well, so was I,” I
said rapidly. “Couldn’t wait to lose my virginity!”

“All right,” Barbara
said. “Now that we know some dirty secrets about each other, we can
be real girlfriends. That means we share things about our love
lives for the rest of the semester. Where’s the wine?”

I had a hard time
concentrating on my classes the next day. The way I felt, it had
been a major effort to get myself out of bed. My skin was so pale
that my freckles seemed faded. I hadn’t thrown up after all, which
struck me as odd. By the end of the afternoon I was feeling fine
and now we were heading into the weekend.

We were all eager to
get out and start drinking at any bar that would serve us. None of
us had woken up with a hangover bad enough to deter further
drinking.

To have all six of us
crowding around a single table didn’t seem like a good idea. There
wouldn’t have been room for any boys to join us, among other
problems. So we decided to split into two groups of three. Helen
and I wanted to keep together while Claudine wanted to shadow
Barbara. Neither Jane nor Anne expressed any strong preference for
either team. At first it looked like we might break down into three
sets of two but Barbara insisted three was a safer minimum. Based
on little more than roommate continuity, Anne went with me and
Helen while Jane joined the others.

I had never been
inside a bar before, knowing nothing about what to expect other
than what I had seen on TV. The closest I had come was seeing
lounges alongside the dining areas of “adult” restaurants. I had
seen them with at least one parent. Neither my father nor mother
drank much at all.

I was wearing my
vest-jeans-heels combination, my hair loose and billowing out like
a swinging curtain. I had let Anne help me apply the make-up in our
room since she had been more stylish in high school than me. She
was wearing a low-cut top with black slacks and high heels of her
own. Helen met us dressed in a light sweater and a pair of maroon
jeans. She was wearing flat-heeled loafers, making her look much
shorter than us.

Although I was aware
that it would impair my judgment, I was afraid I’d be paralyzed
with self-doubt if I didn’t loosen my nerves with a few drinks. I
told myself that it was a trade-off and that Anne and Helen would
be there to look out for me.

It was dusk when we
reached the bar, just a few blocks from our dormitory. It was early
and the place wasn’t crowded yet. The bouncer waved us in without
checking our driver’s licenses. Anne said it was because there
weren’t so many people inside that they could afford to turn anyone
away. Helen whispered to me that it was actually because Anne had
excited the bouncer with her cleavage.

We found a table in a
secluded corner at Helen’s suggestion. She said we’d have more time
to check out the boys on their way over to talk with us. A barmaid
took our orders; apparently it had been the bouncer’s
responsibility to proof us; she didn’t ask to see our licenses,
either. Conforming to some shared notion of sophistication, all
three of us ordered gin and tonics.

Nothing much happened
at first. As we waited, I tried some other types of drinks just as
an experiment. I had a screwdriver, then peach schnapps and finally
a Long Island iced tea. All the while, Helen, Anne and I talked
idly about less than electrifying subjects. I was getting quite
drunk and the bar began to fill up with other students. It was only
a matter of time before we had company.

As I had expected,
Anne was the one who proved to be the bait. As she later told me,
Anne had smiled at a pair of boys at the bar on her way back from
the bathroom. They took it as an invitation to follow her to our
table.

Since I had been
halfway through my second Long Island iced tea, my fifth drink
overall, I don’t remember much about how these guys looked. They
seemed to be clean cut, All-American types, male equivalents to
Anne. They had carried tall beer bottles with them and, at Anne’s
invitation, dragged a couple of chairs over so they could sit with
us.

One settled in next to
me, the other next to Anne; Helen was sitting between us, putting
her out of their immediate reach. I was nervous about my own
vulnerability but I was forced to engage in conversation with the
boy. I remember him being blond and slender. I noticed light brown
eyes and a face that was less handsome than cute.

I dimly remember
talking about Duluth and telling some lie about being involved in a
high school scandal that I had really only heard about. Helen must
have preferred Brown Eyes to the other guy because she kept leaning
forward, looking around my right shoulder, so that she could horn
in on the conversation.

Eventually, I felt his
knee tap against mine. He did it tentatively at first. When I
didn’t say anything about it or shift my hips away from him, Brown
Eyes began to press his knee just hard enough for me to know it was
there. I remained passive, feeling a chill in my stomach as I
alternated between fear and gratitude. Arousal hadn’t entered into
the picture for me just yet.

I was quiet and held
my glass with both hands while Helen seemed to be flirting with
Brown Eyes. Still, he was beginning to rub his knee against me and
I was enjoying it. I restored eye contact and smiled to encourage
him. Then Helen reached up and tugged at my collar.

“Is he touching you?” she whispered directly
into my ear.

I nodded.

“How?”

I rubbed my
right knee against her leg under the table, just for a short
moment. Helen and I laughed and we shoved each other back and
forth.

“What’s so funny?”
Brown Eyes asked.

“Nothing,” Helen said.
“We’re just trying to be cute.”

Now the boy’s hand was
on my leg. He stroked up and down, his fingers reaching my inner
thigh. It was more exciting than feeling his knee and I smiled at
him again. I slowly dragged my hand off the table and reached for
his, finally touching him at my own initiative.

His hand was warm and
somewhat light-boned. It seemed about as large as mine but it was
hard to tell without seeing them together. He began to tickle my
palm with his fingertips and I felt definitely aroused, warm and
tingly “down under” as I used to call my vagina and its
suburbs.

I closed my eyes and
inhaled through my nose, thinking about how I would remember this
incident when I got back to my bed. Then I was startled by the
realization that there might be more for me than my safe, familiar
do-it-yourself erotica. I anxiously swallowed the rest of my
drink.

I carefully pulled
back my hand and Brown Eyes asked if there was anything wrong. I
said no, I just had to go to the bathroom.

“Come on,” I said to
Helen.

“Wow, you’re
tall,” Brown Eyes commented, seeing me stand up from the
table.

“Is that a bad thing?”
I asked, feeling drunkenly candid.

“No,” he grinned.
“It’s great.”

Helen seemed happy,
perhaps amused, to accompany me to the ladies’ room despite the
stereotype of a woman needing company in a social situation like
this. We saw that Anne was already necking with the other boy. What
about Sean? I wondered without feeling sorry.

Helen and I spoke in
the hallway outside the ladies’ room door since there really wasn’t
enough room in there for a conversation. By now, it was so loud in
the bar that no one was likely to overhear us.

“I think he wants to do it with me,” I
said.

“I’m sure he does,” Helen smiled.

“I don’t know… It’s all happening so
fast…”

Helen patted my forearm.

“Relax,” she said. “It’s up to you.”

“That’s what I’m
afraid of. I mean I don’t know what I want. God, Helen, I’m
really horny! But it’s so crazy to go do it with some stranger.
It’s our first Friday night here; it’s really too soon, isn’t
it?”

“Do you want me to say
yes or no?”

“I’m sorry. Well, I
like it when he touches me. It feels so good! I want to make out
with him… But I don’t want my first time to happen just because I
got drunk in a bar.”

“Whoa!” Helen reacted.
“You’re a virgin?”

“Shit,” I sighed.
“Well, that’s right. I lied at the slumber party. I just didn’t
want to seem lame to the rest of you. But Helen, I like you best
out of any of them. If anyone had to find out, I’m glad it was
you.”

“Your story did seem a
little far-fetched to me,” Helen admitted. “But don’t worry, I’ll
keep it quiet.”

“You didn’t
lie, did you?”

“No. I’ve had three
boyfriends in high school. I mean three steady boyfriends. I did it
with all three of them. But I never picked up some guy for a fling.
Not to say you shouldn’t if you really want to. But if he was
hanging all over me like that, I’d make him wait. See what he looks
like in the daylight, you know? In the daylight before you see him
naked.”

“Thanks, Helen,” I
said. “What do I do with him now?”

“Whatever you want.
Look at Anne. You can sit there and kiss him as long as he can keep
up. Doesn’t mean you need to get horizontal with him. Just stay
here in public and you’ll be fine. Don’t go to his place and don’t
bring him back to yours. I’ll hang around as the third wheel, I
don’t mind.”

I gave Helen a hug and
we started back to our table. When we reached it, Brown Eyes was
there all by himself. Anne and the other boy had disappeared.

We didn’t ask what had
happened to them. Helen went to get me another iced tea and a drink
for herself. Back in my seat, I took both of Brown Eyes’ hands in
mine and boldly leaned in towards his face. He seemed to like it.
We began kissing with parted lips and occasional tongues.

Brown Eyes dragged me
onto his lap; in my youthful naivety, I thought I was feeling his
belt buckle jabbing my thigh at first. As I shifted my hips, I
noticed the lump was not quite as hard as metal.

Helen came up with our
drinks, approaching Brown Eyes on his left.

“Kiss her,” I
demanded.

Grinning, the boy
nodded. After putting the glasses on the table, Helen bent down and
put her arms around his neck. They started in on it and then Brown
Eyes slipped his left hand under my vest.

He squeezed my little
right breast, rubbing my nipple with his thumb. I was finally
having a guy touch my chest and he didn’t seem to care how flat I
was! His touch was arousing by itself but watching him kiss Helen
at the same time was all the more stimulating. I leaned over and
kissed his neck, catching the strong odor of perspiration and
cigarette smoke.

I wondered whether
Brown Eyes deserved to have two girls kissing him at once. Was he a
nice guy who couldn’t believe the luck he was having tonight or was
he an arrogant stud taking what he thought he was an
entitlement?

“You guys want to go
back to my place?” Brown Eyes asked as he came up for air. “I’ve
got weed.”

He took his hand out
from under my vest and I reached for the iced tea in front of me. I
glanced at Helen before picking up the glass, seeking her
guidance.

“I don’t know,” she
said, stepping away from Brown Eyes. “We’ve got an eight o’clock
class tomorrow.”

“On
Saturday?”

I couldn’t help
laughing and the other two followed my example. Brown Eyes kissed
me again, briefly, and ran his fingers through my hair.

“C’mon,” he said.
“What d’you say?”

I was mute with
ambivalence. Maybe if both of us went with him, I could still avoid
sex, preserve my hymen for another night. I hadn’t tried marijuana
yet and was curious about it. On the other hand, maybe I was too
drunk to appreciate the other drug. And I figured this boy wanted
to sleep with both of us at the same time. Again, whether a coup or
privilege for him, I couldn’t tell. A threesome was a bit much for
a first time, I decided.

“The truth is,” I
began uncertainly, “we can’t go… We can’t go because we already
have boyfriends.”

Brown Eyes looked
delighted; it must have been flattering to hear that.

“Yeah,” I continued,
“and we’re meeting up with them in just a little while.”

“They’re not meeting
you here?” Brown Eyes asked playfully. “I mean they aren’t going to
catch us like this and kick my ass in the alley, are they?”

“No,” Helen put in.
“We’re meeting them at their dorm. Soon as we finish our
drinks.”

Brown Eyes didn’t
resist when I got up from his lap and returned to my chair.

“So you guys both have
boyfriends but you were making out with me,” he sighed happily.
“Sure you can’t stand them up tonight?”

“We’re bad girls,”
Helen replied. “But not that bad.”

Helen and I had a
great time walking back to the dormitory. We laughed, pushed each
other playfully, staggered, held onto each other, repeating the
sequence over and over. Helen said that I had come up with a
wonderful lie to brush off Brown Eyes. We talked about Anne,
supposing she had given in to the temptation we had avoided. Helen
said I could sleep in her room if Anne had brought the other guy
back to our place.

But I had the room to
myself. I hugged Helen goodnight at the doorway and stumbled back
and forth from the bathroom. With extreme concentration, I managed
to safely remove and preserve my contact lenses after settling my
bladder. Back in the room, I raided Anne’s wine cooler stash from
the mini-refrigerator.

I drank one and a half
of them before finally passing out, sleeping so heavily that I
never did hear Anne come back from her “date.” She woke me up
around ten o’clock in the morning as she sobbed loudly into her
pillow.

I had a splitting
headache and was very irritable. I was barely able to refrain from
telling Anne that she shouldn’t feel guilty because Sean was
probably getting laid over at MSU.

You’d better get over
him, I thought as I tromped off to the bathroom again. I don’t want
to hear this every morning!

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


I never did see Brown
Eyes again or if I did, he may have looked different in sunlight
and through sobriety. I couldn’t remember whether he had said he
was a fellow student in the first place. It had been a simple
assumption at the very least that I might see him around campus
sometime.

But the U was a big
school, a city within a city, and a certain amount of anonymity was
possible. I wouldn’t have minded seeing the boy again but wasn’t
anxious for it, either. Maybe he wouldn’t be so attractive anymore
and I would have had to figure out a way to undo the lie I’d told
him on Friday night.

The six of us gathered
together for brunch on Saturday to compare scores. Helen and I
could report having made out with the same guy, which the other
girls found impressive. Jane said she’d been groped in the crowd at
the other bar three times. She claimed that she’d hated it at the
time but now “appreciated” the attention. Barbara had collected six
phone numbers on various bits of scrap paper, which she sprinkled
on the cafeteria table like confetti. She hadn’t paid for any
drinks after the first one. Claudine had chickened out and gone
back to their room early. Anne was the only one who’d ended up in
bed with a guy.

There was some dispute
as to whether getting laid was a higher score than just getting
phone numbers. Barbara argued that getting sex was easy; it was
more of an accomplishment to make guys interested in dating
you.

“Sex is the goal for
men,” she declared. “Remember, we’re girls.”

“Sex is the
goal for cruising bars,” Jane argued. “Getting a decent boyfriend
out of it is a bonus.”

“Getting a girlfriend
out of it is a burden for them,” Helen cracked.

“Doing whatever you
really want to do is what matters,” I said. “As long as you don’t
give in to pressure from a guy, that’s cool.”

“Yeah,” Claudine
agreed, her voice barely a peep.

Anne wasn’t saying
anything. She must have still been thinking about Sean.

“What are you going to
do with all those numbers?” Jane asked Barbara.

She replied by
gathering them up in her hands and crumpling them into one ball of
crushed, wrinkled paper.

“I can’t remember
which face went with which name anyway,” Barbara shrugged, tossing
the ball towards a trashcan and missing the shot.

We agreed to go out
drinking again that night, even Claudine and Anne saying they’d
join us. After returning our trays, we scattered from the
cafeteria. Helen and I paired off and took a walk. Both of us were
still feeling the effects of our hangovers and we thought exercise
would do us some good, lighting cigarettes before starting out.

It was a dreary late
morning. The overnight rain had ended but the sky was still gray
and miserable as if it had a hangover of its own. Helen and I
wandered west on Washington Avenue, passing small businesses that
catered to the student trade and the huge medical center. We went
up to the east bank of the Mississippi where the street continued
on over a bridge.

“The real city’s on
the west bank,” I said. “Want to check it out?”

“I’m game,” Helen
replied.

A flat roof covered
the Washington Avenue Bridge; it served as a pedestrian walkway and
bike path so we wouldn’t have to cross next to the car and truck
traffic. The upper deck also had a covered, enclosed footpath that
was typical of civil engineering in the Twin Cities. In the bitter
winters, it gave shelter from wind, sleet and snow. It was like the
network of short, glass-enclosed bridges between the buildings in
both downtowns. They were called the skyway, linking second story
corridors for several city blocks, allowing people to go from
building to building without wearing coats in the winter.

We didn’t need the
enclosure that morning, preferring to have a clear view of the
river and the skyscrapers upstream from us. The bridge was high
over the water; the Mississippi cut some deep banks around here. We
tossed our spent cigarettes over the railing. Although the wind was
mild, it was still too much for the butane flame in Helen’s
lighter. A couple of guys rode their bicycles towards us on their
way back to the main campus. The lead rider was a knockout. I
smiled at him; he smiled back but didn’t stop pedaling. I wondered
if Anne or Barbara could have smiled him into a U-turn.

We passed through the
west bank section of campus with indifference and soon found
ourselves in the Cedar/Riverside neighborhood, named after
intersecting streets. There were some funky clothing and record
stores around the immediate area, along with at least one defiantly
radical bookstore. Lots of young people around, mostly older than
us by a few years. Punk rock fashion had not gone out of style
here; Helen and I looked like preppies by comparison.

I was intrigued enough
to want to shop a little or even get a cup of coffee. But seeing
motorcycles on the street and Mohawks on men’s heads was too much
for Helen. The big public housing project nearby made her even more
uncomfortable.

I gave in and went
with her out of the neighborhood. Puffing more cigarettes, we
started trying to find our way to the heart of downtown. I thought
I’d return to Cedar/Riverside on my own if I had to or better yet
with a guy who knew his way around the scene.

We got a little lost
at first, finally finding our way under the obstruction of I-35W by
following Washington Avenue. Actually, it was Washington Avenue
South on this side of the river. Washington Avenue
Southeast had taken us from the east campus to the riverbank
and was not connected to Washington Avenue South. It took us days
to figure that out.

The street took us on
a nice, simple and straight path northwest. We saw the big, new
Metrodome, which was still under construction at the time. But
neither of us found it exciting. We weren’t “fun” sports fan girls,
after all. In our circle, only Anne liked to watch games. But
seeing the dome must have reminded Helen of the same thing.

“So, I guess Anne was freaked out that she’d
cheated on her boyfriend.”

“Yeah.”

“She looked all depressed in the
cafeteria.”

“She’ll get over it,”
I said. “The next time a good looking guy notices her boobs and
smiles at her, Annie will feel all better.”

“She ought to write
that guy a ‘Dear John’ letter and get it over with,” Helen said
after laughing at my remark. “If he really cared, he would have
driven out here to see her this weekend.”

“And cramp her
style.”

We laughed together
and paused to light cigarettes again.

“Damn,” I muttered.
“Glad I didn’t wear my heels. This is a three-cigarette walk
already.”

“I hope downtown is
going to more interesting than this,” Helen said, waving at the
street ahead of us. “This is fucking dead.”
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