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        “A mother might tell her daughter, spell it out, ‘Don’t be just a housewife like me.’ But that daughter, sensing that her mother was too frustrated to savor the love of her husband and children, might feel: ‘I will succeed where my mother failed, I will fulfill myself as a woman,’ and never read the lesson of her mother’s life.”

      

      

      — Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, p. 71
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      I’m including this author's note because if I didn’t, this book would have some unfinished business.

      Lessons From My Mother’s Life is the second edition of my first book, Gnarled Bones and Other Stories, published in January 2017. This current edition went through a tremendous evolution in so many ways: style, tone, timeframe, themes,  and purpose, to name a few. I felt I couldn’t release it without including some kind of background for my readers.

      When I published Gnarled Bones and Other Stories, I was at the beginning of my writing journey. At that time, I was engrossed with psychological fiction (fiction that explores the emotional reality of characters —Edith Wharton, Margaret Atwood, and Toni Morrison, for example), and I still am. I began where many writers begin — my own emotional experiences. The five stories that made up Gnarled Bones had been sitting in a folder on my computer for nearly fifteen years. When I wrote them, I was going through a rough time, and my perceptions of my family and my childhood were shifting. I was exploring my own psychological reality, some of which found its way into stories rather like beliefs that become part of your being without your really knowing it until something happens to challenge those beliefs.

      I revised those original stories, organized them, and released them in Gnarled Bones. My goal was not only to give readers a deeper look at what we call “family dysfunction” laced with loss, fear, and guilt, but, on a more practical level, to “test the waters” as an author and discover my readers. I am one of those people who learns by doing, and I knew I could only read so many books on self-publishing before I had to jump in with both feet and pray I didn’t make a total fool of myself.

      The book received little attention, but the generous readers who did read and review it encouraged me. Many remarked that the stories were too short and their endings too abrupt. These were legitimate critiques and, over time, I understood why I left the stories half-finished. A writer might end a story prematurely when the characters are at the point of an emotional breakthrough, and the writer herself may be reluctant to dive into those difficult psychological moments the characters are experiencing in those breakthroughs. I realized this is exactly what I had done with the stories in Gnarled Bones. They told of people who, incited by unexpected incidents, see moments of their past they had been blind to and change their perceptions on life to move toward a more hopeful future. The characters in those stories were going through such moments in their lives, and I was afraid to take them through to the end. Additionally, a fellow writer who had read some of my other works remarked how my fiction offers something comforting, no matter what the subject matter. I realized in Gnarled Bones I had shortchanged readers of this gift. As a result, although I had meant the stories to point toward hope for the future, some readers found them too dark and depressing.

      There was another reason I decided to release this second edition. I started out as many writers do, writing about my own time, or rather, an unidentified time period interpreted as “the present.” In 2018, my writing went from contemporary to historical fiction. I wanted to take my lifelong passion for writing about women and write stories about women who defied the constraints of their time. I think history gets a bad rap because we’re forced in school to memorize dates and events that represent the past and have no relationship to how we live in the present. We forget history isn’t just about what happened, but who it happened to, how they felt, how they reacted, and how it changed the way future generations will feel and react. It’s about the way people lived emotionally, their ideas, beliefs, and values and, most importantly, how we can see our own lives shaped in the shadow of the past. Historical events are the context in which people live, but they are not in and of themselves the reason why history is still relevant to us today. They are a path for us to trace back what used to be to understand what is now and what the possibilities are for the future.

      In this way, historical fiction is ideal. A college professor of mine once said, “History is about what happened. Fiction is about what should have happened.” In fiction, we reinterpret the past through the lens of what we know and understand about ourselves today. We enjoy reading about people, events, and emotions of the past, certainly, but in fiction, we can take them into our own lives and relate to them in a different and more meaningful way.

      In 2019, I already knew I wanted to create a new edition of Gnarled Bones which included placing the collection in the past. As with many historical fiction writers, I have certain eras I’m drawn to, such as the Gilded Age (the last quarter of the 19th century) and the Progressive Era (the first few decades of the 20th century). But when I started to reimagine Gnarled Bones, I found neither of these really fit. The stories in that collection were about complex psychological issues that I felt belonged to a later era. So I struggled to decide what time period would be the most emotionally relevant to the new edition.

      The answer came to me when I reread one of the first editorial reviews I ever received. The reviewer remarked the style and tone of the stories reminded him of the 1950s, so much so that he expected housewives to walk around with curlers in their hair (this is a paraphrase, not a direct quote). That comment was my “a-ha!” moment, and it hit me why the fiction in Gnarled Bones were so complex. Many of the stories in that first edition were about women trying to define themselves as women beyond the expectations of feminine behaviors, values, and stereotypes. I recalled reading an excerpt from Betty Friedan’s seminal book The Feminine Mystique in a course I took during graduate school. Published in 1963, Friedan traces her quest for the “happy housewife” after her experiences as a journalist interviewing women in the 1950s for magazine articles. Her journey led her to identify what she calls “The Problem That Has No Name.”

      What was this problem? Simply, that American women in the 1950s, specifically, middle-class white housewives (let’s establish right off that Friedan was talking about a very specific sector of American life) had everything any woman could ever want at that time — faithful and prosperous husbands, plenty of money, smart kids, a nice house in the suburbs, a nice car or two, and, in the post-war boom, a whole lot of nice things. They didn’t have to go out and work for their living; they didn’t have to struggle and suffer, and they didn’t have to figure out who they were as individuals because they were defined by their relationships (wife, mother, daughter, caretaker, etc.) They even had a college degree to show they weren’t just pretty paper dolls wearing aprons and baking cookies. They had everything, and yet, they were discontented, despaired, and unfulfilled. Hence, as Friedan saw it, they had a problem that didn’t, at that time, have a name.

      Friedan was so interested in this reoccurring theme in the lives of women she encountered that she embarked on a quest to find out why they were unhappy. The answer she came up with “the feminine mystique.” This isn’t just about women who fulfill their feminine duties by devoting their lives to their husbands, families, children, and church. It isn’t just about the idea that this is what all women should aspire to be, but that this is what should make them happy. Friedan’s 593-page book argues that the feminine mystique was a bill of goods sold to women by institutions (most of them controlled by men) in the 1950s and early 1960s, some of which included women’s magazines, the medical and psychiatric establishments, and ad agencies.

      I realized many of the stories in Gnarled Bones, re-set in the 1950s and early 1960s would mirror the feminine mystique and its discontentments in ways even women today could understand and identify with. The original collection was loosely tied together by themes of loss, fear, and guilt. I wanted this edition to be grounded in a historical context particularly relevant to women socially and psychologically.

      This is not to say that women are still struggling and oppressed in the 21st century in the same ways they were in the post-war era. We've come a very long way, and we can be proud to watch our daughters and granddaughters pursue their dreams and juggle family, work, hobbies, and anything else they want to do in life. This is also not to say the post-war eras didn't have their heroines and warrior women. The women who broke out of the feminine mystique during these decades are plentiful, and the topic for another book in the future. But the general feeling of discontentment among women did prevail (as many women still living from that era can attest) and it’s a sentiment worthy of exploration in fiction.

      As for this edition of my first book, now retitled Lessons From My Mother's Life, three of the stories are set in the 1950s and two in the early 1960s. These are the years when the feminine mystique was at its peak, before the birth of the second-wave feminist movement that grew from, among other works, Friedan’s book. The protagonists in these stories are women at different stages of their lives, from the young and eager bride-to-be to the mother experiencing the turbulent emotions of the empty nest. The thread tying these women together is their realization that the feminine mystique, that bill of goods they were sold about what would fulfill them as women, is, in fact, not enough for them.

      Some readers have said that the stories are still dark and depressing. The purpose of these stories is not to give a happily-ever-after ending (because they question the reality of the happily-ever-after ending that put women in a box in the 1950s). But each woman in the five stories is moving toward a new realization of her worth and what is left off the page is the new directions their lives will take which will be, in a sense, their own individual happily-ever-after.

      As with all my other books, the setting for most of these stories is the San Francisco Bay Area (although the Los Angeles area plays a cameo role in “Soul Destinations”). I once wrote a guest blog post about how San Francisco became a symbol of autonomy and freedom for me when I first lived there in 1995. It became my first home away from home where I found myself as a woman and a writer. It felt like the logical place for my protagonists to find themselves also.

      As I reviewed the stories from the original collection, I realized not all of them would fit in with my intention for this collection. “Bracelets,” for example, was more about the loss of childhood innocence, and I couldn’t make it fit thematically in this new edition. I removed that story and included “Two Sides of Life” instead. I changed the title of two of the stories because I felt the new titles would better suit the characters’ psychological journeys. So “A First Saturday Outing” became “Fumbling Toward Freedom,” and “Broken Bows” became “Soul Destinations.” A fourth story remained from the original edition (“Mother of Mischief”) and has been considerably expanded, its ending now complete and, I hope, more satisfying and uplifting than the one in the first edition.

      I think the biggest change I made was to remove the title story of the first book. In that first edition, the story “Gnarled Bones” was, I felt, the apex of the collection, encompassing those themes of loss, fear, and guilt that held the five stories in that version together. It made sense to me to title the book after that story. I tried reworking it for this new edition, but in doing so, I realized the themes involved (loss and guilt, and, further, the way in which the horrors of Nazism affected the third generation) simply did not fit the themes in this new edition. I also realized the story could and should be its own full-length novella. I replaced that story here with “Devoted,” and I might publish Gnarled Bones as a stand-alone historical novella sometime in the future.

      This second edition includes five stories, all full-length, in addition to a bonus excerpt from The Specter, the first book of my Waxwood Series (a historical women’s fiction coming-of-age series set in the last decade of the 19th century).

      I hope readers who have read the first edition will be very pleased with the changes here, and I hope they will agree the stories are more complete, less melancholic, and more thoughtful and enjoyable. I also hope readers will find themselves or their mothers or grandmothers in these characters and understand what some women might have gone through in this era. Most importantly, I hope that readers will see their own resilience reflected in these characters and their lives, no matter what their age or background.

      

      Tam May

      January, 2024
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        Want more feisty heroines who go against conventions? Love intricate mysteries with humor and a fun cast of characters? Then you’ll love my free offer at the end of this book! So don’t forget to check that out when you get to the end. Happy reading!

      

      

      

      The tiny flat Susan found for them had a view of Golden Gate Park. She stood on the fire escape and traced the grid-like streets, following Ninth Avenue down until it spilled right into the park. She could just see the arches of the Japanese Tea Garden and the straight line of cars that would curve around the lake where the ducks bobbed like pinecones on the surface of the cobalt water.

      But she barely had time to enjoy the view now. For the last three days, she had been cleaning the place, arranging and rearranging the second-hand furniture, and shopping for towels and dishes and all the other essentials. Pete chided her, insisting, “You should register at Macy’s so people can buy that stuff as wedding presents, and we don’t have to spend a dime.” But in two weeks, this would be their first home together, and she wanted the the little place to have something. She had given in to his insistence that they wait until they had more money to buy a new couch and bed and the rocker she had always wanted. He snorted about “the whims of impossible brides” but she had gotten her way.

      The last of the kitchen cupboards were completed that Friday evening, and as she waited for Pete to come from UCSF to take her to dinner, she lingered near the fire escape, her hand on the handle of the sliding glass door. But something about going out there and becoming part of Judah and Irving's quiet streets in the growing darkness unnerved her. When they were married and she was no longer alone, they could watch the starry night together. Without Pete, it felt wrong.

      She wandered into the living room, peering out the window to watch for his bright blue Ford. She knew the street well, as she and Pete had walked it many times when she came to the city to visit him. Even in the dull evening light, the street was familiar, but the flat still felt like a foreign country. Unlike her parents’ sprawling colonial house in Lester, the walls here were knitted close, the only bedroom tight with the little furnishings they bought for it, and the kitchen overflowed with the pots and pans her mother had given her.

      “You must start experimenting, dear,” Mom had said in her chiding way. “You haven’t much time before the wedding to perfect your cooking. Pete will expect a good meal  every night when he comes home from work.”

      Warmth filled her chest. In two weeks, they would be free, she and Pete. They had even gotten the idea of an early marriage past her parents.

      "Best to wait until Pete is out of school," her father had advised the night she told them.

      “But he won’t be in school,” she insisted. “He’ll be interning at St. Mary’s after the summer.”

      “What does a doctor's internship pay?” her father scoffed. “Peanuts!”

      “It's expensive to live in the city,” her mother reminded her.

      “We've arranged all that,” she said. “Pete’s father is going to help us. He says he can afford to give us enough. With Pete’s salary, we can pay our bills and not starve. He's even going to give Pete the Ford he’s had his eye on so we'll have a car.”

      “That’s all well and good,” said her father. “You know we like Pete and his family. They’re decent people. But even decent young men get in over their heads when they have responsibilities. Young men are three times more likely to go into debt with a wife than without one.”

      “You read that in the paper.” Her mother laughed. “You know how they’re always exaggerating those studies.”

      “And when the first baby comes?” He gave her an inquisitive look.

      “That won’t be for a while.” She played with the spoon on her dessert plate.

      “It might be sooner than you think!”

      “Another cup of coffee, Mike?” Her mother shoved the pot toward him.

      “All I’m saying,” he grumbled, “is you and Pete shouldn’t do anything rash. Your mother and I waited two years after we got engaged before the wedding. Mr. Tuttle promised me a promotion at the plant, and we timed it very carefully.”

      “Oh, Dad, love isn’t about calculations.” Susan smiled. “It’s about sticking together, no matter the odds.”

      He held up his hand. “Don’t quote the wisdom of Lydia the Love Expert to me. That might work for the editors of Seventeen or whatever you girls read, but not for me.”

      “I don’t read Seventeen anymore and you know it.” She laughed and threw an orange at him, which he caught with a perfect backhand and began to peel.

      That night, when she was getting ready for bed, her mother had come into her room. She was playing Doris Day on the portable phonograph, and the galloping tune filled the room, making the pink and white trimmings brighter and the flowers on the wallpaper look as if they were ready to bloom.

      Her mother sat on the bed, fingering the Bambi stuffed toy sitting on the shelf above. “Pretty song,” she murmured.

      “From your namesake, Mom.” Susan shut off the record player. Somehow, the song that began with a rogue follower and ended with marriage did not delight her that evening. “I suppose you’re going to tell me Dad is right, and I should speak to Pete about postponing the wedding.”

      “I wasn’t going to say that.”

      “Why not? “Susan challenged. “You’re always saying I should listen to Dad because he's usually right.” She laid out her pajama pants and top on the bed.

      “He almost always is.” Then, in a wispy voice, she asked, “What about your studies, dear?”

      “I never wanted to go to college anyway,” Susan said. “If you and Dad hadn’t insisted —”

      “All your friends were going,” her mother argued. “We didn’t want you to feel left out.”

      “Lots of girls leave college to get married,” Susan pointed out. “They don’t feel left out.”

      “I know, but college is an experience every girl should have.” Her mother rubbed Bambi’s ear. “And, anyway, home economics won’t exactly be useless to you in the future.”

      “I would rather learn on the job.” She grinned. “The housewife job, that is. Like you did.”

      “Still,” said her mother. “I think you should at least finish the three years you have left before you marry Pete.”

      Susan buttoned up the pajama top. “Would you have waited three years for Dad?”

      Her mother’s gaze faded. “That was different. There was a depression, and two people had a better chance than one, especially if one of those was a woman.”

      Susan stiffened with the stubborn determination that had gotten her into trouble more than once as a child. “Well, I want to give Pete his chance to be a fine doctor by giving him a home.”

      “You told me you enjoy your classes,” her mother pointed out. “Especially Anthropology.”

      “Oh, they’re interesting enough,” Susan said. “I like to learn about the things people left behind in ancient times. But I would never do anything with it.”

      “And your sorority sisters,” her mother murmured. “You like them.”

      “Mom, half of them are going to get married before their senior year,” Susan laughed. “So you see, you don’t have to be afraid of my being left out. It’s the ones who finish that will be left out.”

      “You might regret it later,” her mother ventured.

      “I’ll never regret marrying Pete.” She put the record away and shut the lid on the phonograph.

      “That wasn’t what I meant.”

      “Did you regret it?” Susan asked.

      “I told you, it was a different time.”

      “Well, if you were me, right now, would you make the same choice now as you did then?” Susan peered at her.

      Her mother didn’t answer. She began to attend to the bed, removing the pink coverlet, folding back the blanket, puffing up the pillows. She watched as Susan climbed in, then set Bambi back in his place on the shelf.

      Only when her hand was on the light switch did Susan hear her say, “I don’t think I would. No, I don’t think I would.”

      ~~~~~

      Her mother’s parting words that night seared into her like a brand on a cow’s hide.  For months afterward, the words I don’t think I would haunted her at night like Bambi’s huge glass eyes. They slipped from the tongues of her sorority sisters as they chattered at breakfast, squeaked from the chalk on the blackboards during lectures, and screamed out at her from her textbooks. She was glad when the school year was over and she could pack for San Francisco to find her and Pete the flat.

      The day before she was to leave, Pete managed to come down to Lester to iron out the last details of her apartment search. They sat on the porch where the summer flies had already discovered the rhododendrons and the lavender. The heavy perfume floated into the warm evening mist. Even with Pete’s arm around her shoulders and the calm night sifting through the bright pink and purple flowers, she felt restless.

      “Don’t fret, honey,” Pete said in that lazy tone of his. “You’ll find a place just right for us.”

      “It isn’t that.” She brushed her finger against the rough arm of the wicker couch. “I was thinking of my mother.”

      He chuckled. “I suppose a girl always thinks of her mother when she’s about to get married.” He kissed her cheek.

      She turned to him. “Petey, do you suppose I ought to go on with my studies, at least for a while?”

      “You mean after we’re married?” He shrugged. “Don’t tell me that’s what’s been eating away at you.”

      “I suppose I could always take courses at the City College,” she ventured. “That wouldn’t be too much.”

      “I thought you told me taking care of a home was a full-time job and a half.”

      “It is, but it doesn’t need to be,” she said. “It is for Mom, I mean. But there’s so much to make it easier these days —”

      “If that were really true, you wouldn’t be going to college to learn homemaking, would you?” He nuzzled her cheek. “Don’t worry, honey, you’ll be busy. A doctor’s wife has about all the work she can stand just being a doctor’s wife.”

      “I just don’t want to not go to college and wish ten years from now that I had.” She leaned back, staring at a gecko crawling up the balcony pole in the glow of the porch lights.

      “Well, if that’s what’s worrying you, you can always go back,” he insisted. “When the kids are grown, of course.”

      She rose and made her way to the rhododendron, touching the delicate pink petals. “I won’t go back. I know I won’t.”

      “How can you know a thing like that?” he asked with a boyish sniff. “Women’s intuition is a fallacy. It’s been proven in scientific studies.”

      “I’m not talking about science!” She glanced at him over her shoulder.

      “Don’t be a sap, honey.” He yawned loudly behind her. “We should turn in. I want to get an early start for the drive tomorrow.”

      “It just seems like a waste — such a waste —” she murmured as Pete led her inside the house.

      Sleep turned out to be the tonic she needed, for when Pete woke her with the darkness outside still lashing at the windows, her apprehension from the night before had lifted. She could be cheerful as they drove the Ford onto the highway, discussing where they might go on their honeymoon if Pete could get the time off.

      Now in the apartment, her mind raced, but she couldn’t remember the places Pete mentioned. She only remembered they struck her as the sort of places a young doctor and his wife would go on their honeymoon.

      “Pete’s so cultured,” she mused as she returned to the living room and looked out the window for the Ford’s yellow lights. “He’ll teach me to be cultured too.”

      Pete arrived only a little while later. She was already halfway down the stairs when he appeared, lugging his doctor’s bag, his stethoscope swinging from his neck. She threw herself into his arms.

      He laughed. “Get the things unpacked?”

      “Not everything,” she admitted. “But it’s looking like home already.”

      Pete agreed as she led him around the apartment by the hand, pointing to what she had done and explaining why she had done it. He smiled. “I like how you always have a reason for what you do.” He put an arm around her. “Not like other girls, who just go by their whims.”

      He insisted she dress up. “A fellow at school told me about the Villa Romana. He said they have great Italian food and a swank atmosphere.”

      She wore the cherry red dress with the square neckline that made her look like Snow White with her alabaster skin and dark brown hair, and dabbed herself with only the sheerest sheen of make-up, the way he liked. They strolled down the hill of Ninth Street, passing by the block apartment houses meshed with Victorian relics, all pressed together as if daring the next earthquake to rob them of their foundations.

      They reached Irving and met with a wave of young people bouncing around on a Friday night, exploring the restaurants and bars with the eagerness of cows let out to pasture. The UCSF campus was not far off, so they met several of Pete’s acquaintances, most of them young medical students, and a few of his professors with their wives. She felt a little dizzy from all the introductions, as she never was good with names, but the idea that she would soon belong with them gave her a warm calm feeling, as if someone had lit a candle inside of her.

      When they reached the restaurant, she was relieved to see it had a subtle tone, unlike some of the places Pete had taken her to in the city where jazz bands blasted through intimate conversations. The rustic atmosphere gave way to the rumble of chatter around them. She let Pete order, glancing around with a smile. “Some of these people might be our neighbors,” she said with a laugh.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” said Pete. “Lots of people come here from all around the city. It’s a big city, Sue.”

      “I’m not afraid of the big city,” she declared with her stubbornness.

      He laughed as the waiter set the wine in front of them. “Shall I make a toast?”

      “Why not?”

      He raised his glass. “To us, soon to be the little couple on top of the wedding cake.”

      She giggled, but as she drank down the sweet wine, she couldn’t help but picture the cake topper with the tall T-shaped groom holding the arm of the bride in her quilted wedding dress and pink bouquet, both of them with bright smiles and glassy stares. The wine burned a little in her throat.

      Over veal parmesan, they talked about the sites they would take in now that they had a whole weekend together. As usual, Pete seemed to know exactly what he wanted. “The Botanical Garden is right down the street,” he said, pointing toward the window. “So is the Japanese Tea Garden.”

      “I didn't realize you were so fond of flowers.” She squeezed lemon into her water glass. “Once we have the money, we’ll have to buy a house with a large garden.”

      “It’s the way they organized the gardens that interests me,” said Pete. “And we’ll see the Civic Center, of course.”

      “Of course,” she echoed. “But I want to do cultural things too.”

      He laughed, nearly choking on his wine. “What ideas!”

      “Why not?” She stiffened. “The girls in my sorority told me about a few places.”

      “How about the curio shops down in Chinatown?” There was a sparkle in his eye. “That’s culture, isn’t it?”

      “I meant museums,” she insisted. “Art, things like that.”

      “I thought they bored you.”

      “They bore you.”

      He was quiet as the waiter cleared their table and brought the coffee. The chatter around them seemed to have increased as a large party had entered, creating a ribbon of shouts and laughter around them. “I suppose we might take in the de Young Museum,” Pete said, raising his voice. “That’s in the park too.”

      She looked down. “I was thinking —”

      “What?” He leaned forward.

      “I was thinking.” She spoke louder. “The girls told me about an exhibition of Deenie Brown sculptures that's showing right now.”

      “Who’s Deenie Brown?”

      “A former sorority sister.” Susan gnawed at her fingernail.

      “Oh.” His voice sounded metallic against the rising scrape of tables and chairs as the waiters scrambled to accommodate the large party.

      “She only started doing showings last year, but the girls said she’s made quite a splash in the Bay Area,” Susan shouted over the noise.

      “An amateur then,” Pete said.

      “She’s very good, I’m told,” said Susan. “And the exhibition is in the Erudition House.”

      “Strange name for an art gallery,” Pete mused as he accepted the check the waiter put on their table.

      “It’s really some kind of old building,” said Susan. “An old saloon or something.”

      “Oh.” Pete gathered their coats. “Let’s get out of here, honey. Too noisy to talk.”

      They went out into the warm night air. The street was less crowded than it had been, though there were still people about, walking slowly and enjoying the sweet, summer breeze.

      She took Pete’s arm. “You ought to take up tennis again, dear.”

      “Why, am I getting flabby?” He glanced down at his stomach.

      “‘Course not.” She gave him a kiss on the nose. “I just know doctors like to be fit.”

      “I won’t be a full-fledged doctor for a while,” he said, grinning. “I don’t think I have anything to worry about yet.”

      They walked in silence for a time, heaving a little at the incline as they made their way to the flat. “Let’s take in the Gardens tomorrow. Botanical and Japanese.” He gave a little laugh.

      “What about the Deenie Brown exhibition?” She looked at him with pleading eyes.

      “I don’t even know where the Erudition House is,” he grumbled. “Is it anywhere near the Cliff House?”

      “No, silly,” she said. “Down by Ocean Beach.”

      “That’s far off, Sue,” he said.

      “Only the other side of the park,” she pointed out.

      She could see under the yellow light of the apartment house that he was annoyed. His left eyebrow curved a little toward the bridge of his nose and his lip set into a tight line. He didn’t like it when she argued with him.

      “Please, honey,” she said. “The way the girls talked about it made it sound so interesting.” She rubbed his arm.

      He fished the car keys out of his pocket. “All right. Never let it be said I don’t indulge my little lady’s caprices of culture.”

      She threw her arms around his neck. She heard him mumbling as he retreated to his car, “Erudition! What kinda name is that anyway?”

      ~~~~~

      The next morning, Susan woke up to a tentative fog lingering outside the bedroom window. By the time Pete came to get her from his shared flat near the campus, the fog had cleared to blue skies, and the promise of a blistering heat filtered through the screen. She dressed carefully in a peach and white polka-dot suit and straw hat.

      “Our first outing,” she murmured, smiling at Pete.

      “Our first Saturday outing,” he corrected. He had slipped on a light gray jacket and taking up his Stetson hat, looking less stern than he did in his doctor’s coat and stethoscope.

      The city wind seemed equally willing to contribute to the pleasantness of the day, rolling sweetly against her lips like one of Pete’s kisses. He drove the Ford carefully down Lincoln Way as she opened the window and stared in wonder at the richness of the shrubbery and trees along Golden Gate Park. As they turned onto the Great Highway facing the beach, her eyes feasted on the blank canvas of sky in front of them and the peak of blue-green waves in the distance.

      “At least we have a nice view,” Pete commented. “I’ll bet you’re glad to see the water after Lester.”

      “I once read that a new view means new prospects,” she breathed.

      He laughed. “A false prophet in one of your lady’s magazines, no doubt.”

      “No, it’s true, Petey,” she said. “Don’t you think it’s true?”

      “If you do, dear." She attributed the mechanical tone to his concentration on the road.

      The museum was hidden among vegetation beyond the park’s Dutch windmill. “Looks like your sorority sisters were right about the old building,” Pete remarked, looking around with a note of distaste.

      Susan felt as if they had been transported into the one-room schoolhouse. Tiny wooden desks were pushed up to the front of the room, where a blackboard against the wall showed the shadow of verb conjugations from a lost lesson. The windows were small and boxy but the glare shone bright through their polished glass.

      “Of course!” she murmured. “Erudition. That means learning, doesn’t it?”

      Pete squinted through the glaring light. “I can’t imagine any kid learning much in this foxhole.”

      A man in a loose-fitting suit approached them with a wide smile and handed them a leaflet. “Welcome, folks. I see you’re taken in by our artistic rendition of Matilda’s Schoolhouse.”

      Pete gave him a blank stare. “I beg your pardon?”

      “My great-grandma built this place as a little ol’ schoolhouse in the last century.” The man grew nostalgic. “Her name was Matilda, and she thought every child should have an education, no matter what. So she taught everyone who came through the door — even some grown-ups!” He laughed. “We turned it into a little ole place for art and culture, the wife and I.”

      “Interesting,” mumbled Pete.

      “Well, just take your time, folks, no hurry.” The man stepped aside.

      Susan’s eyes felt as if they were stretched to the limit. Never had she seen such large sculptures, almost the size of Lotta’s Fountain on Market Street. Or perhaps they just seemed gigantic in that small schoolhouse. Their brass finish made little marks on the walls where the sunlight hit them. These natural spotlights called to her, drawing her attention to so many different places that her head began to ache.

      “Must you do that, dear?” Susan glanced at her fiancé. Pete had begun prying loose the knot on his tie.

      “I just feel, I don’t know, antsy in here. Like when I have to go to the morgue and look at a dead body.”

      Susan wrinkled her nose. “I told you this morning you could have left the tie at the flat. This is Saturday, after all.”

      “It’s not the tie,” he said. “This place sort of reminds me of times I went to my mother’s classroom at the school and watched her teach. They stuck her in a little room near a closet, and with all those kids packed inside — ”

      “You felt stifled, you poor thing,” she said in that kindly voice her mother used to speak to her father when he’d had a bad day.

      “I can’t imagine what it was like for those kids a hundred years ago,” he lamented. “All these little windows. Why, you can hardly get air through them even with the ocean at your back.” Then, in a softer tone, he added, “My mom was always in that schoolroom.” Suddenly, he tightened his hand in hers. “Oh, let’s get this over with!” He began to walk quickly through the room.

      Susan’s breath came out in a gasp. “Wait a minute!”

      He stopped, looking at her.

      “I thought we could go through them one by one,” she said. “You know, sort of take each one in on its own.”

      He leaned on one foot. “Have you ever been to an art exhibit before, Sue?”

      “No, that’s what I mean,” she said, feeling her irritation rising. “That’s why I want to go through it slowly.”

      “An exhibition is supposed to be viewed as whole, not each piece individually,” he said. “And, anyway, I thought we agreed we would just be here for five minutes and then go on to the Park.”

      “What’s the use of seeing an exhibition if we don’t really see it?” she asked in her stubborn way.

      “Well, I can’t stand this suffocating place. I’ll wait for you outside. Where there are proper benches.” He said the last with a resentful glare toward the small desks.

      “Oh, don’t get mad!”

      “I’m not,” he insisted, though the flush in his face showed otherwise. “I would just rather spend our time on sights that are really worth seeing.”

      “The Botanical and Japanese gardens?” she asked in a rueful tone.

      He grasped both her hands. “Sue, you’re not going to be one of those wives who cultivates a whole bunch of weird interests, are you?”

      “You mean interests apart from her husband’s?” She looked away.

      “It’s fine to want art and culture now and then, but you’ve got to be sensible in the long run.”

      “I’m sure you’ll teach me how to be more sensible.” She patted his cheek. “But let me have my weird interests a little while longer.”

      He laughed and kissed her cheek. “All right, I’ll come with you, but we’ll see it just once.”

      They went around the room without lingering. To Susan, the brilliance of the sculptures seemed to challenge the sun, forcing it inside a patch of clouds. Pete’s stride was wider than hers, making her feel as though she were passing through a revolving door, getting only a flash at the world beyond the spinning glass. And yet, the women in the sculptures made an impression in her mind of something important. She caught glimpses of their eyes, their teeth, their shoulders. She wanted to stop and examine them closely.

      When they returned to the front of the room, Pete gave a loud sigh. “Now that’s over with.”

      “We didn’t see a thing, Petey,” she said.

      “I think we saw enough, don’t you?”

      Her stubborn streak made her lips stiff. “No, I don’t. I told you, I want to study them properly.” In a softer tone, she said, “Their eyes —”

      “Whose eyes?”

      “The women’s, of course,” she said. “They’re trying to say something. Maybe if I can study them, I can figure out what it is.”

      He stared at her. “You’re daffy.”

      “I didn’t think you would understand,” she murmured.

      He glanced at his watch. “Well, all right, I’ll give you ten minutes, and then we go on to the Botanical Garden.”

      “You’re not coming with me?”

      “I can’t stand being in this room anymore. I’ll wait for you outside.” He lifted her chin gently in his hand. “Okay?”

      “Okay.” She smiled.

      The moment he left, she felt immediately drawn to the women’s eyes  — immense eyes staring through her while at the same time trying to suck her into their plight, not for the sake of sympathy, but to bear witness to their misery.

      As Susan dallied over the first two sculptures, her attention taken up by their detail, she began to see the sculptures were telling a story. All the women etched in brass were the same woman with the same waist-length hair bouncing down her shoulders and the same button nose and strong chin. At the third one, she knelt a little, staring at it, eye to eye.

      She heard a voice behind her. “Go ahead and get up close. She’s not going to bite you.”

      Susan turned and met the gaze of a woman who looked to be in her thirties. She was dressed like the beatniks Susan had seen in the movies — the tight-fitting turtleneck sweater, ranch pants, flats and a long necklace with a disk that swung like a pendulum around her slim neck.

      Susan straightened with a nervous laugh. “I’m not so sure!”

      “I am,” she said as she held out her hand. “I’m Deenie Brown, and I made her.”

      “Oh!” Susan dropped the gloves she had been holding and swooped down to retrieve them, pulling herself together as she shook the woman’s hand.

      “Typical posh name, isn’t it?” She grimaced. “Of course, my parents called me Wilhemina. Terrible, isn’t it?”

      “I think Wilhemina is a lovely name,” Susan said. “I would name my daughter that, if I had one.”

      “You mean when you have one.” The woman raised one eye sharply as the other remained steady.

      Susan blushed and fiddled with her gloves.

      “Her name is Circe.” Deenie leaned one hand against the wall.

      “I know who Circe is,” Susan said.

      “You know the legend, I’m sure.” Her voice grated the thin schoolroom air. “What they teach in college. You’re a college girl, aren’t you?” Susan nodded. “This exhibition is about the fall of Circe.”

      “I didn’t know she had a fall,” said Susan. “I thought it was Odysseus who fell.”

      “Come.” The woman took her arm. “I’ll give you the guided tour. You look so bewildered, it’s the least I can do. But we have to begin at the beginning.”

      They returned to the first sculpture, and Deenie’s voice rose and fell like a storyteller. “Each sculpture represents a deeper crisis than the previous one, you see. That’s the real story of Circe.”

      “The real story,” Susan echoed.

      “She was a wild woman when she was young. You see that here.” She pointed to the first sculpture, where, indeed, a child posed among rocks and trees, bending down to a circle of daisies.

      “She looks like the devil’s child,” Susan remarked. Turning red, she mumbled, “I didn’t mean that.”

      Deenie laughed. “That’s exactly how I pictured her. Lilith’s child.” Her voice rose. “No one could control Circe then.”

      “Maybe they didn’t try,” Susan ventured.

      The woman gave her a sharp glance. “Oh, they tried, child. Believe me, they tried.” She strolled on, explaining, “Here, she becomes an adolescent, but she still holds her own among the creatures in the mountains. She befriends a mountain lion.”

      Susan stared at the sculpture where the girl was now almost a woman, her hand on a cougar’s head while the creature stared intensely at her. She shrank back a little.

      “Then, she discovers a man in the woods,” Deenie continued as they walked on. “A rather gallant man, a demigod, really. Not Hercules, but he looks rather like he could be his younger brother, don’t you think?” She waited until Susan cast her eyes on the statue in front of her where a man with a well-defined torso lay on the ground with Circe standing over him.

      “Did she fall in love with him?” Susan asked.

      Deenie gave her the glance of the one-eyed cat. “She did indeed. Hence, her downfall.”

      Susan stiffened. “Oh, I don’t think a woman falls down when she falls in love. On the contrary, she rises up.”

      The eye was amused. “That young man is your husband, I take it?”

      “Fiancé,” said Susan with a modest glance toward the doorway, where she could see Pete sprawled on one of the wooden benches.

      “I should have realized,” Deenie murmured. They reached the back of the room now where the desks sat askew across the floor. She turned to Susan and asked, “Well, what do you think of my lady Circe so far?”

      Susan considered this for a moment. “It’s like each face of hers in the sculptures absorbs the look of the one before.”

      Deenie was clearly pleased, as her patronizing gaze relaxed, making her almost pretty. “My intent was that each one would add something to the story, making it more complex than the last. A jaw leaping forward, a lip sagging with lost faith.” Deenie swept her arm up. “And eyes revealing the consequence of one woman’s entrapment.”

      “Oh, no,” Susan objected. “She looks very happy.”
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