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To My Daughter


Bright clasp of her whole hand around my finger,
My daughter, as we walk together now,
All my life I’ll feel a ring invisibly
Circle this bone with shining: when she is grown
Far from today as her eyes are far already.


— Stephen Spender 





PART ONE






CHAPTER ONE



Just before 11:00, on a warm and feathery September morning, one of the Bahringer family vehicles arrived at the Alumni Gates of St. Matthew’s School. “Look at the sign,” said Joey Bahringer, who was driving. “Look at it.” WE COME AS BOYS WE LEAVE AS MEN, it proclaimed.


“Well, it used to be a school just for boys,” said his daughter Amanda, more nervous now than she had been on the long drive from home.


“But you know,” her father declared, “these places went co-ed much better than girls schools did. The thing is, a lot of nice girls will come here. But you can’t get a good cross-section of boys to go to a girls’ school. You know what I mean? Look at that one kid over there. Big kid!” There appeared, on Mrs. Bahringer’s side of the Land Rover, a tow-headed boy, tall and muscular. He looked in on them. “Welcome,” he said. “Welcome to St. Matthew’s. What’s your name?” A silver nametape on his blazer identified him as Toby.


Tess Bahringer turned around and looked at her daughter, who stammered her reply: “Amanda. Amanda Bahringer.”


The boy looked at his clipboard. He looked up at the mother, then at Amanda. “All right. Amanda Bahringer. Post Graduate — a P.G. Morison Dormitory, Room 23, third building on the left. Good luck, O.K?” He withdrew, shuffling to the next car in line. Joey Bahringer eased the car forward. Tess and Amanda stared at the larger scene that now unfolded before them.


It was a bright tumult of purposeful activity, set in a large oblong quadrangle enclosed by eight three-story buildings and a chapel, or some sort of assembly hall, at the far end. Within this broad space of grass, in luminous array, lay the pride of the automobile manufactory of three continents. Hundreds of cars were being unloaded. Smart gleaming Grand Cherokees and burnished Land Cruisers, bulbous Expeditions, wolfish silver Lexuses alongside chunky Suburbans and Tahoes large enough to hold the contents of a small house. There were gigantic Navigators, understated Saabs, Jaguars, Explorers, Audi A-6s and a single scarlet Durango, all with their doors and bays agape, disgorging the cargo of American adolescents: bright blankets, stacked luggage, wicker hampers, lap-tops, lacrosse sticks, skates, speakers large and powerful enough to electrify gymnasiums; dangling irons, bins full of notebooks, blow-dryers, wastebaskets with horses painted on them, North Face jackets . . .


Immediately in front of the Bahringers, getting out of their cars at the same time, two fathers talked into cell phones, one small enough to be concealed in the man’s palm. Both fathers looked out over the dormitories at the hazy smudges of the Tuscaroras in the distance. One barked angrily into his phone, consulting a gigantic gold wristwatch. The other gesticulated suddenly, then clapped his phone shut and waved weakly at the Bahringers — who, he saw, had been looking at him.


“Imagine if it rained opening day!”


“Imagine! What’re you, a sadist? This is bad enough.” Joey Bahringer had begun thinking about the labor of unloading and carrying and listening that lay before him, not to mention the long drive back to Long Island later, perhaps much later, that afternoon.


“Can you make it down to Westchester by 6:30, you leave here by 3:00?”


“I don’t know,” Joey answered. “We’re out on the Island.”


“They got a program, too. We have to go to that.”


Tess and Amanda were at the rear of the Land Rover, taking things out. Two boys, one of them Toby, helped.


“My daughter’s scared to death,” Joey confided to the other father. “Hi. Joey Bahringer.”


“Max Buck. Mine too. I don’t care. She makes it into Princeton, Penn, this time next year, I’m easy with it. You like the Land Rover?”


“Yeah, I do. It’s the Four Point Six. A real mountain goat.”


“Sure is.”


“See you later,” said Joey. “We still got a lot of stuff to move.”


“Twenty-six grand a year, and they got her in a tiger cage. You see the room, Tess?”


Amanda’s assigned room in Morison was a single, austere and meager in its furnishings. A fire ordinance on the inside of the door warned against hanging flammable materials on the walls; another, signed by a student council two years earlier, forbade any decoration of a racist, sexist, or otherwise demeaning character. There was a battered desk, and, tucked under it, a straight-backed chair. The bed was narrow, like a nun’s, its mattress thin, lumpy, and stained. An odd mullioned window — odd because the window began at the floor and rose almost to the high ceiling of the room — offered a narrow view of athletic fields, and, beyond them, woodland and hazy grey skyline. The room smelled like pine disinfectant.


It struck Tess Bahringer as spartan and purposive: appropriate to its place and function, perfectly suited to Amanda’s need in her new venture. The Bahringers were enrolling their daughter at St. Matthew’s to recoup a disappointing senior year at Lawrence High School.


Tess liked the room, approved of the narrow chamber stripped down to its essentials, unencumbered by any of the girlish clutter of Amanda’s second-floor room at home. This was not all. The building itself was almost as old as St. Matthew’s, founded in 1844. Generations of students had lived here, had sent their own children, indeed their grandchildren, to live and learn here. Tess sensed that simply living in such surroundings would do something more for Amanda then merely teaching her how to concentrate and helping to get her into Dartmouth College. It would confer some dim if inarticulable advantage, some membership, some network . . . well, Tess didn’t know exactly what it was, but it was an opportunity that she had never had, and she and Joey did not intend to pay over large amounts for their daughter to live in circumstances of luxury.


They carried up the last of her things: a cello, a scale, her new computer and printer, a crate full of running shoes and athletic gear.


“I’ll get as aerobic as you are, I keep this up. Where you want the desk, baby?”


“Right where it is, Daddy, it’s O.K. where it is.”


“I can put it in front of the window. This is some view.”


“Joey” — Tess cut in — “she’ll concentrate better with the desk where it is.”


There was a rattle at the door and a bustling sound out in the hallway. Max Buck, the father who had wondered how long it took to get to Westchester, appeared with his daughter Sumner and his wife.


“We’ve got to get over to the Chapel. They have a welcoming address from the headmaster in five minutes.”


The six of them walked down the corridor of the third floor of Morison, in self-conscious silence. Joey and Tess walked on either side of their daughter, at the rear of the little party, Joey with his hand at the small of Amanda’s back, in a gesture of reassurance and sadness at the separation that would come at the end of the day.


“Hymn 125, The St. Matthew’s School Hymn. All please rise.”


Love Divine, all loves excelling, Joy of Heav’n
To earth come down
Fix in us thy humble dwelling, All thy faithful
Mercies crown.


The sound, Amanda thought, was beautiful and radiant — reassuring in an unexpected way. The hymn had a sweetness to it. She felt a silky rustle at her elbow and realized that it was the touch of the loose sleeve of a member of the choir brushing by her as the procession passed her pew. It moved forward at a gentle pace, the choir’s faces ardent and full of hope. Minutes seemed to pass. On they came until, at the very end, alone and without a hymnal, an older man passed by. He looked directly at Amanda and smiled, and such a smile, she believed, she had never seen: it was illuminated by delighted surprise, as if in recognition of an old friend. The man was strong-looking, even under his white surplice; his face, ruddy with health and crowned with thick grey hair immaculately parted. But in fact she had only a second or two to study him. He had passed on, and now she felt a spiky touch at her other side: her mother’s.


“That’s him,” she said. “That’s Dr. Passmore.”


And now he stood facing them, or, rather, looking down at them from the pulpit.


“Dear Friends, I want to preach, not a sermon, not a homily, but to offer simply a message of welcome to St. Matthew’s. Later in the term, in our annual candlelight ceremony of Ingathering, the whole school will come together for the beginning convocation of our literary year. Then I will talk at rather more length than today — and, I fear, in the mode that the late president at Yale, Dr. Giamatti, called ‘High Institutional.’ We will summon ourselves from our summer diversions and rededicate our energies . . .”


This is how they talk up here, Tess thought. The man certainly knows what he’s doing. It sounded as though he was using a broad A, like an Englishman.


“. . . that all here this day, in this venerable house of God, take deeply to their hearts the words of the School Hymn: ‘All Loves Excelling.’ For can there be any love, other than the love of God, that excels that of a mother, of a father, for her child? Yes, we acknowledge our mission and our work. But our consecration must be to higher duties: to works of sacrifice, of giving, of self-forgetfulness . . .”


Joey wondered whether they would ask everyone to give the peace sign to each other, which he always found awkward. He remembered his commissioning ceremony in the Marines, just at the end of Vietnam, when the general had said, “You’re Marines now, and will be ’til the day you die.” A sardonic, communal grunt from the new lieutenants reflected their knowledge that they might indeed die soon. But now, at forty-nine, he was giving his only child, their daughter, to this headmaster. He looked over at Amanda, at her mother sitting between them in the pew, saw them both in rapt and vivid profile, as tensely attentive as perched falcons.


They had to go to some kind of a reception, Tess saw, a tea. She led her party towards the University Advisement Office, “U.A.” It had become very hot. The breezes that had dandled and refreshed her earlier in the morning had subsided; the trios of new students and parents no longer strode from one fixture to another but began to trudge. Some began to worry about their clothes. Max Buck re-appeared just ahead of them, his heliotrope shirt soaked through at the back. “U.A.’s the real business of St. Matthew’s, isn’t it? It’s why they call it a prep school — right?”


A cool and immaculate young man appeared. “Please take out your academic schedules. O.K. — what’s it say? How many here are P.G.s?” There was a reluctant show of six or seven hands. “O.K., I’ll direct my first comments to you, because you’re going to squeeze us like a sponge, and you got literally about five months, tops, to make your nut. You ‘P.G.’ to do what you failed to do last year: get into a college that you couldn’t get into then. St. Matthew’s can help you! It’s what we’re in business to do. Brown’s still a tough ticket, O.K.? Ditto Stanford, Princeton, Dartmouth. About twenty of them are. The rest of them basically want you and want your money. Buyer’s market.


“Of course, most of you don’t want them, am I right?”


Absently Tess wondered why no academic person, a dean or something, had greeted her before they stuck this university advisement man in front of them. “I don’t know how many of you are going to be recruited athletes. That’ll skew the process.” Tess wondered what “skew” meant. It sounded like splitting a suckling pig at a barbecue. “How many are going to do SAT UP? All right. For those who don’t know, SAT UP is a program we contract here at the school. They send out a man from Gloversville, twice a week. He runs it for us. It will help get your SATs up, no question about it. All right. Take your curriculum sheet out of your folders, if you will, and look at your fall and spring schedules. All right?”


Tess pulled the form out of the folder and laid it on the armrest between her daughter and herself. In her last phone conversation with someone from the Dean’s Office they had considered Amanda’s best curriculum for the post-graduate year. Now it lay before them.






	FALL TERM


	SPRING TERM







	U. S. History A.P.
Biology A.P.
Latin IV A.P.
Pre-college Algebra I
Hopkins & Housman


	U. S. History A.P.
Biology A.P.
Latin V A.P.
Pre-college Algebra II
Hopkins & Housman








Only a month earlier, Tess and an associate dean had fashioned the schedule of courses in which Amanda would be enrolled. The Advanced Placements (A.P.s), were a necessity: success in them demonstrated seriousness of purpose and the ability to perform in a demanding college curriculum. Yet the courses must not overmatch the new pupil. “I don’t know what her current school is like,” the dean had admitted, “but St. Matthew’s is rigorous and demanding. The workload is truly formidable” — words that evoked in Tess’s imagination a rock-bound fastness, a monastery on a remote coast, where all sat over benches in rigorous and demanding work. It pleased her to think of Amanda laboring like this. The courses chosen must prove her smart; the circumstances in which she studied and learned must aid in her development of concentration.


The young man was finishing. “Let me say something about college recommendations and SATs. First, recommendations. Usually one of our department chairmen will take a P.G. section. These men and women write good recs. Middlebury has dealt with Mrs. Cadwallader for nineteen years. That’s the kind of thing a place like this can do for you. But you can’t get around the big verbal number. They all want it, no matter what they say. You want the good places, you better put up the big numbers.”


Tess was riveted. She and Joey and Amanda were sitting in a horseshoe around the briefer, in those little plastic chairs that remind adults of everything they hate about schools. An immense bulletin board, twenty feet long, stretched along the front of the room like an old Cinemascope screen, covered by dozens of bright pictures and posters representing American universities and colleges. Tess studied them. They had a curious sameness: reddish-brown towers and huge overhanging boughs of trees; clusters of smiling students carrying books. Great care had been taken to populate each poster with certain numbers of Hispanic, Black, and Asian students. There were dazzling snow scenes; huge throngs in football stadiums; earnest scientists in white coats looking at translucent tubes they held up to the light; cityscapes to suggest the cultural resources of the urban schools. Tess searched vainly for a photograph of Dartmouth’s lovely campus. She heard the briefer call for questions.


Max Buck spoke up: “Class rank mean anything? Because if it does, a lot of these kids may go down. Very bright youngster here, she may get lower grades than she did at a public school.”


“No, Sir. You’re wrong on that one. Halfway down the class here is top ten per cent anywhere else. The point is, they know us. They know Bronx Science and Horace Mann, Exeter. St. Matthew’s. Last year we got nine into Harvard, eight into Duke. One of the Duke kids was second quintile here. See my point?”


Joey whispered to Amanda, “Anything else you want to know? Now’s your chance.”


But she shook her head. No.


During the long drive up the New York State Thruway Tess Bahringer had been considering her clothes for the tea. You get only one chance to make a first impression. All that she was prepared to show the world was calculated for effect and detail. Depth and mystery must be communicated to those meeting her for the first time; she liked to imagine people saying to one another, “Who is that woman over there, who is she?” Already her mind’s eye had framed the scene: a lustrous lawn, willows at its boundaries, the house of the headmaster at its far flank; a soft afternoon of early, gauzy autumn haze. A few men and women, vaguely Nordic in appearance, the women with their jaws slightly overslung, would be murmuring private witticisms to one another. Tess couldn’t tell whether the children would attend the tea; she was in fact uncertain whether they were to be called children or young people or students, or what. She hoped they would not be present, as Amanda did not do well in such settings. There would be faculty. They would be called masters, all in their fifties, their faces rubicund and etched, all with thick salt-and-pepper hair. And at their center would be the famous Dr. Passmore, formidable in appearance yet engaging and witty. She had read about him in the school literature and, from time to time, in Town and Country. He would take her by the hand and “My Dear” her, and she would give good daughter. How old was he — 65? She would captivate him.


Tess’s imagination, if a trifle superheated, was at least within stalking distance of what the Bahringers actually encountered. She wore a lavender silk Vittadini dress, moderately scooped at the neck, a tiny ocelot pin with citrines and diamonds as its only garnish. She stood, however, in a rubbernecking line of sweaty parents drinking warm tea out of plastic cups, and waiting to meet one of the deans, Dr. Passmore having left for the West Coast it was said, to raise money in Pasadena. They drank their tea, and now they walked silently, Amanda between Tess and Joey, towards the dwindling ranks of automobiles parked on the grass inside the quadrangle. A rough band of football players huffed by in their silver and garnet. The rear windows of the remaining cars were filled up like trophy cases with testimonials to the academic successes of the older children of their owners. Tess considered them. A solitary YALE had a simple authority to it. PRINCETON was to die for, though the colors were jarring. There was an eccentric flag of OBERLIN, but no DARTMOUTH.


They came to their own car. Tess turned to her daughter, to frail, frightened Amanda, whom she and Joey had put into St. Matthew’s for her own good. She kissed her, and she offered her this parting advice:


“Don’t let us down.” She pressed a fifty-dollar bill into Amanda’s hand. “Call us.”





CHAPTER TWO



The long hallway of Third Floor Morison bore the signs of recent and unsuccessful rehabilitation: an industrial-strength carpet the color of moleskin, already mottled by spilled drinks and muddy athletic shoes; automatic doors that could be kept open only by door jambs. Amanda could see the names of all her hallmates affixed to the doors, just under the room numbers. Only first names were given. The effect of walking down the hall, seeing them all at one passage, was like looking at the names of horses in a row of stalls. It was a suggestive, intimidating array of names. Arrogant-sounding names. Page, Sumner, Constance, Laurence. Some struck her as fakey and pretentious: Simone, Joelle, Fiona. There were two Jennifers, two Kates, an Ashley, and a Daniella, and the last of these made Amanda think of her mother, and how she would react to such a name: Daniella? What kind of a name is that?


Under each name, affixed to the door, was a dark cork bulletin board in a garnet-colored frame. The boards and their frames smelled of fresh paint. E-mail had not displaced their function. In their upper left-hand corners were small grey cards stamped identically: OBLIGATIONS MESSAGES FIXTURES DO NOT REMOVE. Amanda walked back to look at her own board. There was a note, written in bright red scrawl. Welcome lean mean running machine. First practice 4 P.M., Penrith Field. Coach Kellam. Amanda wondered what day he meant.


There was a cloudy quiet all about, the sound of a large old house in winter, a house full of people in quiet distant conversation, an old furnace in the basement. But it was late summer at St. Matthew’s. Obedient to an instruction found in a note left on her bed, Amanda now made her way back down the hallway to the hall-master’s apartment — a Miss Rodman — whose coaching duties had kept her from meeting several of the new and returning girls.


She joined a ragged assembly, five or six of them sitting on the hallway floor just outside the apartment, all waiting for beginning-of-term interviews. In a silent terror of self-consciousness Amanda understood at once that what she had worn was horribly wrong: her pleated fawn-colored pants of crushed silk, what Tess had told her would be ideal for evening visits in the dormitory, perfect with a white silk blouse. Such a shirt would hang well on Amanda’s frame, she had said; it would have a kind of off-hand glamour to it.


But all the other girls were in battered jeans and T-shirts with Absolut logos, Lochsa Whitewater labels on them, things like that. Their body language disclosed long familiarity and easy friendship; their greetings and banter were off-hand, affectionate, oddly inflected: “Hey, Page, looking good!” or “Complain about food — your first night back — Come on! There’s a Stairmaster here, just like home!”


Amanda heard an authoritative, older voice: “You never, never come in here dressed like that. I’m surprised at you, Testy Tilden. You go and change. Then I’ll see you.”


A girl pushed past, her hands straight out in front of her and balled into little fists. “What a bitch. What an uptight bitch!” She was wearing decrepit jeans ripped horizontally at both knees and a man’s basketball jersey that said BULLS.


Another girl, squat and chirpy, and wearing seed-pearl earrings, asked Amanda where she lived.


“Room Twenty-three, right down there.”


“No, home.”


“Oh, home. Long Island.”


“Where in Long Island? Locust Valley? Do you know the Demerays?”


“No. Lawrence.”


“Lawrence?” The girl accentuated the first syllable. Amanda looked away from her, towards the door. She could hear Frank Sinatra from inside.


“Are you the first girl from Lawrence to go here?”


But now a voice from the apartment severed their exchange. “Miss Bahringer, Miss A. Bahringer, you’re next. Are you there?” The chirpy girl lowered her eyes, quite deliberately and maliciously, to show that she was staring at Amanda’s pants, and Amanda walked past her into the apartment.


All here was dull, the light dim, the rugs dingy and sepia — almost, Amanda thought, like the rugs in a kennel. The furniture was boxy and generic. Over a sofa covered in green chintz hung an engraving, quite large, of a medieval knight on an uprearing armored horse. The desk Miss Rodman sat behind held irregular piles, tottering humps of folders, hillocks of paperbacks, examination blue-books; there were framed photos of girls’ teams with big ST. Ms on the singlets, and a large colored photograph of the Queen Mother of England. Behind the hallmaster, against the wall, sat an old console television with a circular picture tube.


Amanda and Miss Rodman were not alone. A fat black Labrador lay alongside the desk, its chin on the edge of a wicker dog-basket. It was chewing the edge of its red bandana.


“Do sit down, my dear Amanda, do sit down. How has your first day gone? You’ve seen everything? Met everyone? Yes, yes, that’s right. Been to U.A.? Been to Chapel yet? Made a few chums?”


“No chums yet.” Amanda had never said the word before, and associated it with English nannies. Miss Rodman said bean for been.


“Well. You’ll settle in. The other girls have bean here longer, most of them.”


Amanda did not respond, only looked at Miss Rodman, trying to compose her expression, her posture, in ways that might demonstrate eager politeness and gratitude.


“The other girls have bean here longer. You’re a maid on a mission, so it means nothing.”


Amanda made a little fretful sound at the back of her throat that showed she understood and accepted what she had heard. But of course she did not. As Miss Rodman made her observations sound like incontestable declarations, metallic and complete, Amanda sat helpless and mute.


“A maid with a mission. A post-graduate. Here to plunder the academic resources of St. Matthew’s, to lift up all scores, pass to a famous college, and thereafter say, ‘I went to St. Matthew’s!’ — ay?”


“My parents, my mother, they think it’s good for me to go here. I got turned down last spring by the colleges I wanted to go to.”


“Where?”


“Well, everywhere, really, everywhere I applied to. I got turned down or wait-listed everywhere?”


“No room at the inn, ay? Just say, everywhere I applied, not everywhere I applied to. Don’t put a preposition at the end.”


“Everywhere I applied. I guess I can see why I didn’t get in. I can see now.”


“You know,” Miss Rodman continued, lighting a cigarette and inhaling with evident relish, “all this college acceptance rigmarole in the States reminds me of Caligula sitting in the Coliseum, turning people down gleefully, or letting them off on a whim. You dear child, how in the world do these places know you from Madame Curie? How old are you, Dear? Seventeen? You throw down a few scribbles on a page and they turn you down. Well, but we shall fix that, won’t we? If you want these places, and if you work as hard as you can, well, St. Matthew’s is unexcelled. But you must do it between now and January. February at the outside. After that the colleges won’t see anything. They decide in February. Five months then — at full steam. But one can stand on her head for five months. What were your SATs?”


“I’ll take them again, first week in November.”


“But that’s not what I asked. Listen to the question, Dear.”


“Oh. 570 verbal. 540 math.”


“I hated maths too. And where d’you want to go?”


“Dartmouth College.”


“You don’t mind my smoking, do you? You’re all obsessed with smoking. Gretchen doesn’t care.” Miss Rodman chucked the big lab under the chin. “Whom do you have for U. S. History?”


“Mr. Steele.”


“You need at least an A-minus from him. That’s an important course here, it’s one those colleges look at. A lot of them know Steele. They trust him. You have a heart throb at home, Dear?”


“W-what?”


“A beau. A boy friend.”


“No. Did have. I don’t have one now.”


“I’m surprised, you’re a lovely girl.”


Miss Rodman seemed to be making an inventory, brisk and frank. She noted the careful attention Amanda had given her hair, how it was trained to shelter her ears and the far indented edges of her cheeks and the high limit of her forehead. Plainly she wanted the world to see of her face only what she allowed. Her expression had a trusting, wistful cast to it — an expression, Miss Rodman decided, of a child who had been bruised in some way. And for so early-on, just at the end of summer, her face seemed rather pale.


“Are you a recruited athlete?”


“No, I don’t think I am.”


“But you really don’t know. They let in some P.G.s just to help St. Matthew’s win. Crew’s a good example. Dr. Passmore’s very keen on crew. He rowed at Princeton. He loves to send crews to Henley.”


“My sport is cross-country. Running,” Amanda replied. She spoke very quietly, as if making a frail assertion. She looked, not at Miss Rodman’s eyes, but at the sides of her face. After each response she made her catching sound at the back of her throat and looked down at her lap.


“Have brothers or sisters?”


“No. Neither one.”


“Most problematical thing there is. A single daughter. Triple burden. Parent ambition. Parent protection. Wanted another one.”


Amanda understood that “another one” probably meant a boy. She sensed what Miss Rodman was communicating, that she was trying to convey something important, but she couldn’t be sure. Problematical?


“Tell me about your family.”


“Well, my mother works in New York, for Warfield Stedman, it’s a public relations firm? And my father works in Lawrence, in commercial real estate? They, like, want me here to focus better on my academics.”


“Are you glad you’re here?”


“I think so.”


She’s been knocked around pretty well, Miss Rodman thought. An unusual child, but with the familiar insignia. Won’t look right at you. Statements all end in question marks. No beau. Too thin. And what Dr. Patterson called lack of affect. She saw it quite often. The girls were not hostile; not shy, exactly — just, somehow, lifeless. And yet Amanda, one had to say it, had a certain serenity to her, a composition, her hands folded in her lap, her head primly upright. She had a sweetness to her.


“You must make an effort now, an effort to know the other girls. Don’t keep to yourself — you’re in a single, and you’re a one-year girl, and there’ll be that tendency. Do you see? You must go out and meet people. Engage them. That’s what Mrs. Thatcher made herself do when she was at Oxford. She became Prime Minister. Solitude is companionable, but make friends, Dear. And this must be lovely country to run in. Do you have questions for me?”


But no, she had no questions. Miss Rodman wondered whether she was taking something. Some of them were. The Arseneau girl last year in number 16, her medicine chest was full of St. John’s Wort and Ativan, calmatives.


“Good-bye, Dear. My door is always open to you.” Miss Rodman stood up, smoothed her skirt, prodded the dog out of the way and walked towards the door with Amanda. They stood for a moment under a bright light in the entrance foyer.


“We’re the same height. And I see you have green eyes. That says something, Dear.”


“Miss Fitzsimmons. Ashley Fitzsimmons, I will call your name only once! Where is that winsome child?”


Amanda left. Dorothea Rodman read the essay from her admission folder while she waited for Miss Fitzsimmons. Directed to “state honors and awards that you have won, and their significance,” the new student had set down the following:


When people ask me to describe myself in terms of honors I have won and what achievements I have accomplished, it makes me sad. I love to play the piano, and, a little less, the cello. On several occasions I have been given musical honors at my current school, Lawrence High School. I have run on our cross-country team for three years, and two years ago our team won the All-Counties. I finished second out of our girls. I do not have many academic honors or awards, but it seems as though I have spent much time trying to achieve these honors and awards that you speak of. I hope I may continue my progress at St. Matthew’s School.


Amanda Bahringer





CHAPTER THREE



Driving in the Land Rover through the rich grey gloaming, the car light and clear now that Amanda’s things had been off-loaded — the sensation made Tess Bahringer think of a singer her father had liked — Vaughan Monroe. A man with a deep voice who always sounded like he had a cold: something about racing with the moon, high up in the midnight clouds, high up in something. She knew Joey loved his car and that he felt elevated in its comfort and power. Her husband adored the instrumentation, the computerized artifacts that glowed fluorescently like the dials of a warplane. He seemed to embrace the steering wheel. When he reached over and touched Tess’s knee, and said, “Think we did the right thing? Think we were right to put her into boarding school?” she let him have it.


“Whaddyou mean, did we do the right thing?”


“I just wonder . . .”


“Are you kidding, Joey? Crack the window, let out the hot air.”


“She can get turned down again.”


“I know that. Don’t worry about it, O.K.?”


“You like the school, like what you saw?”


“Is that a serious question?”


“It’s a beautiful place. You wonder what it costs them to keep it running.”


“Twenty-six thousand a year, times 425 tuitions. Am I right?”


“No,” he said. “A lot of it’s endowment, old, old, money. That tuition money they take in is small change, school like that. A lot of the teachers, they don’t pay them anything — a lot of them are rich. A place like that’s the most solid place in the world.”


“You asked me about Amanda. She knows exactly what she has to do. I had Dr. Maine take her through visualization and focus, the Monday before we left.” Tess had a sense, vague but hopeful, that this technique might be helpful.


“What’s that?”


“He’s got a friend who wrote a book about it. You actually visualize getting the letter from Dartmouth. The fat one — the thin one only has the rejection slip. She sees herself with the St. Matthew’s diploma. It’s a kind of motivation. They use it in the Olympics. They visualize the victory.”


“Hey. Tess. Go take a Paxil, will you? You’re a smart lady. Visualize getting an acceptance letter from a college, for Christ’s sake. Give me a break.”


Tess made an almost silent noise, somewhere between a wince and a giggle. It was a sound of small surrender, an acknowledgement of the absurdity of the thing she wanted, or what she wanted to believe in, a sound that included the suggestion of an apology. She touched him quietly, the back of her hand against his thigh. He could feel her ring.


“Joey, you don’t just take a Paxil, all right? Don’t trivialize it. Drug protocols don’t work like that. You know that. It’s not like taking a tranquilizer when you’re stressed.”


“You think the Paxil does you more good than the other stuff?”


“The Luvox? Yes, it’s better.”


“She’s our baby.”


“Only one.”


“At least she won’t get shot up there. You can get shot on a train. An I-beam on the L.I.E.”


“She won’t get shot. She won’t do drugs. They supervise the hell out of them.”


“She’s so sad, you leave her anywhere. She looked sad. She’ll be all right, won’t she? Most of the kids in her class have been there two or three years.”


“You’re focussed like she’s gotta be, you don’t stay sad long. You don’t have time for sad. I’m not worried.”


“She’s got to get her SATs up, you said that.”


“I know that. They work with them on that.”


The Bahringers ate in a Big Boys on the New York Thruway, Joey reading a column in USA Today while Tess peeled the skin off her fried chicken. The dining area was a dull late summer chaos of scraping chairs and angry children.


“Look how fat these people are. Americans, all they do is eat. Look at that one guy.”


“Hey, Tess, we can’t all define our abs. You can’t live on Dannon’s and Metamusil. Weight’s half-genetic. Look at Amanda, what’s she weigh, a hundred eight?”


“She works out all the time. She has to.”


“She doesn’t have to. Her whole life is have to. It’s why she’s on that drug.”


“He took her off it.”


“Yeah — but it’s still summer. Frank told me his kid went on Outward Bound, didn’t need Ritalin the whole time he was there. Now he’s back on it again, big time.”


Back in the car, the day had grown dark and silent. Joey said, “We get home by 8:30, I can watch Florida-Tennessee, big S.E.C. game. Get some take-out.”


Tess didn’t answer. Maybe Joey had forgotten their daughter, but she hadn’t. She was thinking about Amanda’s dormitory room in Morison Hall, how perfect it was for its purpose.





CHAPTER FOUR



Her first night at St. Matthew’s, she dreamed. She did not dream often; Amanda’s sleep was fragile and shallow — the consequence, they told her, of anxiety. She had been prescribed .25 mg. of Halcion for this, but she did not trust the drug; there was a faint nausea, and with it a kind of fogginess that stuck to her all day. Had she brought the pills with her? She couldn’t remember; and then she was asleep somehow, and inside a bleak undimensional dream. She was a little girl, her arms like frozen twigs, as brittle and stiff as a catatonic’s; and someone had dressed her in a kilt and black knee socks and a black sweater. She was standing on a grey ice floe, being swept along, hissing and irresistible, some distance from the shore of the river. Along either bank stretched rows of older people, two or three feet apart from each other, most with faces that she recognized — though she couldn’t be sure. But she was certain that they were jeering at her, even though she couldn’t hear them. They were too far away to touch her, or to be touched; but at their last limit, as the rapids gave way to a churning rush that would carry her over the falls, at the final limit on either side were her mother and father, both shaking their heads: I can’t help you now. When she tried to call to them, to call her father’s name, no sound came; and even in her dream some other level of consciousness told her that she could be heard. He would not let her rush past. He was reaching for her, desperately and finally, and successfully, just as the river was gathering itself into boiling dark foam and began tumbling over the high cliff, its power so immense that she could feel its force, its heavy, frigid doom, throttling her. Shaking her shoulder: Amanda, Amanda. She saw in grainy focus a girl looking down at her, no one she knew or recognized, and heard her say, “Come on, we have to go to breakfast — it’s the first day, after that seniors can sleep in. We only have five minutes to get there.”


The girl disappeared. The heavy undertow of the dream pulled at Amanda, even as she found herself, elbows propped on the narrow parts of her thighs, her head resting in her hands. She was sitting exactly as her father sat at the edge of his bed every morning before standing. It was a posture Amanda took for resignation: what I will do today is nothing different from what I did yesterday. In the background, almost seismic in her alertness, clattering from bathroom to closet and back, her mother, ready to tear the heart out of the world. Amanda heard classmates running, scampering along the hall, and she rushed to prepare to join their world.





CHAPTER FIVE



Savernake, one of the two interior dining halls in the Penrith Refectory Building, looked like the Hall of the Mountain King. Heavy timbers and ceiling buttresses of dark oak stood out against creamy stucco walls of great height. Old flags hung from the rafters — heraldries representing the founding families of St. Matthew’s.


Hanging from a bronze hook on each student’s wooden chair in Savernake was a garment, in texture and appearance something like a judge’s robe, except that it had no sleeves. Amanda, like every St. Matthew’s student, was obliged to “don the messcoat” on arriving at her assigned table; and at the command “All Rise,” when meals were finished, had to dis-robe, hang the messcoat on the back of the chair, and leave at once.


A hearty-looking man sat at the head of a table marked Morison One. The man, Mr. Barber, a master, made Amanda think of a set of windup false teeth, the kind that clatter in cartoons: all there was of him above a paisley bow tie.


“Amanda,” Mr. Barber almost shouted, “are you a sugar-firster or a sugar-laster, or a non-sugar person? Want eggs, Park sausages, more Park sausages, Mom! — breakfast like a king, lunch like a prince, dinner like a pauper! Not too P.C., a thousand pardons, forgive me. Breakfast like a queen, etcetera. The queen was in her parlor, drinking milk and honey, pure satur-nian line, I believe. Sugar, Amanda?”


What could he want me to say, Amanda wondered.


“Sink your sails, Todhunter,” Barber shouted at a girl near the end of the table; she had failed to place her napkin in her lap. Amanda figured the man thought himself a “character,” but she was puzzled. The girl next to her muttered “jackass.”


“You gals — eat up! No skinny minnies at this table.”


“Thank you.” It was all Amanda could manage. She never ate sugar.


Mr. Barber sat bolt upright, utensil in either hand, vertical: the autocrat of the breakfast table. “Everyone, introduce yourselves to your new classmate!”
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