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FOR DANIEL ROSSNER


In experiments in which animals are confined for relatively short periods of time and their behavior and physiological responses observed, the findings seem to be inconsistent with an instinctive notion of territoriality. The most important result is that being in a cage with other animals produces effects regardless of the size of the cage.

—JONATHAN FREEDMAN, Crowding and Behavior


HERE is the first time I saw them:

1956.

Their home in Beverly Hills.

For years I’ve known about them, dreamed of them, clipped articles about them, wanted to meet them.

Now I park my father’s car on the road outside the high bordering bushes and walk up the driveway, expecting to be stopped by a guard or a housekeeper or a dog. But the place is silent. The house is one of those standard white-stucco jobs with red tile roof, small for the area but set beautifully into the hillside. Lovely winding paths lead away from the building, one of them, presumably, to the pool I know is. there.

I feel weak. I haven’t eaten all day; my mouth is full of my heart. I can’t breathe, either; oxygen must be seeping in through my ears and other small places.

Still no sound.

I walk to the front door but instead of using the bell or the knocker I rap lightly with my knuckles and call hello in a soft voice. Nothing. I walk around the house to where the ground slopes down toward the facing hills. In the distance the sun is setting rose and gold. Closer to me, just down the slope and past some bushes, I can see a round section of what I would swear was a pond had I not known that a pond was virtually impossible in this high, dry area. As I walk down the path the pond illusion diminishes although it’s obvious that the illusion was planned. I can see cement sides on the perfect circle but bushes are planted unusually close to the water and the pool lining is painted a dark greenish brown instead of the universal turquoise.

It’s so quiet that at first I think the ripples in the water are being caused by the wind. Except there is no wind.

A moment later their heads surface, facing each other, and I can see them moving around the pool. I shiver. There is no noise, even now. Their limbs haven’t surfaced, only their heads, facing each other, silent, as far as I can see, unsmiling. Moving, moving, never needing to speak, each understanding without words where the other is going. The scene is eerie and unspeakably beautiful. I am engulfed by sexual feelings and frightened lest someone stumble upon me and force me to move when I feel that I can’t.

Slowly the fear passes and I settle down on the grass to watch them. It might be another hour (or five minutes) before they make their way to a small semicircle that extends from the large circle and appears to have steps. At which point I scramble to my feet and flee back up the path to my car.

I am twenty-one years old. I have been aware of the existence of the Siamese twins for six years; Dianne has been my closest friend for five.


FRIENDSHIPS, like marriages, have their myths: the myth of the easy and the difficult one, the active and the passive one, the needy and the self-sufficient one, the villain and the victim and so on. Having had the distinction of being the difficult one in a marriage of four I developed a strong interest in this question. After all, I asked myself, if the poor little German peasant hoeing his potatoes twenty miles from the tracks that guided the trains that carried the Jews to Buchenwald is now understood to have had some complicity in the murder of those Jews, then how can any married person be innocent of the crimes of his or her spouse? I lean toward the theory that where there are two hearts that beat as one, the one who gives the beatings is generally doing it for two.

It was the myth of Dianne’s and my friendship that she went along for the ride. If we built a fire it was because I got cold; if we went out to eat it was because I was hungry; if we cruised, so to speak, it was because I felt like getting laid. If in the process she happened to have a good meal or a good lay, well, why not? Although she often made it a point to tell me later that she would have been just as happy if she’d stayed home with a good book.

For many years the myth didn’t bother me. That’s a subtle lie; I grooved on it. On the image of myself as the kid with the greatest needs of all. Number One in the Miss Hungry Lusty America Contest. I’m not sure when I got tired of representing the spirit of furious need, although I may remember as I write. Maybe it was a gradual process—live a little, learn a little. Or maybe I just woke up one day knowing that furious need, by definition, couldn’t be satisfied.

The latter doesn’t seem too likely. The truth is, I’ve been a slow learner. The truth is that during the first twenty-five or thirty years of my life I was too agitated to learn much. Too busy trying to keep myself from falling.

•  •  •

My mother, who had once taken third place in the Miss America Contest, was tall but delicate—a word almost meaningless to an adult who knows the variety of truths and lies it can conceal. To a child its meaning is extraordinary and explicit: Don’t touch. She will break. Having had two abortions and then three miscarriages before my conception, my mother conceived me, remained in bed for the last seven months of my incubation, gave birth to me as the clock struck four on a snowy March morning, and not too many weeks later was diagnosed to be suffering from acute tuberculosis. A postpartum depression of the throat.

Home from the hospital she recuperated gradually from TB only to be dogged by a series of ailments which varied greatly in gravity although they were uniformly terrifying to me. The welts, for example, which swelled through her skin when she ignored an old allergy and ate an avocado provoked no less anxiety in me than the stomach pains which turned out to be from a ruptured appendix. Or the attacks she had on the rare occasion when she tried to eat grapefruit, beginning with a mere “tickle” in her throat, developing into a choking cough and ending with convulsions that racked her entire body. Or the skin disease of the groin which forced her to lie in bed on and off for months at a time during the early years of my childhood with her knees raised and her legs spread, her very position a perpetual reproach to me for having put her through the ordeal of childbirth.

Someone who might herself be eradicated at any moment. Hardly the sort of person you ran to for comfort in the middle of the night because you’d dreamed that you’d gone off the diving board and the pool wasn’t there and you were falling . . . falling  . . . you would have died if you hadn’t awakened in time.

•  •  •

My father was an ex-swimming coach (UCLA), now the owner of a pool company franchise, who traveled inner space on a sea of alcohol whose volume increased over time until eventually no land could be sighted. But that was when I was already grown up. I remember him during my childhood—tall, terribly handsome, loving to putter around the house, to swim, to garden. The house (and the pool) were always full of his friends, whom my mother gently disdained. She had won first place in the talent part of The Contest, as it was always known in our house, and felt she had been destined for a more meaningful life. She often said that she would have been happier living in New York, if only it had a climate like Los Angeles’.

My father loved my mother more than life itself.

My mother wanted my father, the sturdy son of Irish, German and Polish immigrants, to take care of her, to make her happy, to support her in a style appropriate to a singer of Olde English folk songs, although she didn’t know precisely what that style might be.

My father was uncomfortable with childish demands. He sometimes really liked to give, but asking for anything was a cardinal sin. My mother never asked but only got depressed when she didn’t get something because he hadn’t known she wanted it. When she was depressed he drank more. This turned her depression to illness which in turn made him drink even more.

In other words, there was nothing extreme in my background—only in the way I reacted to it. Some people spend their lives falling and never notice. I not only noticed but screamed the whole time.

•  •  •

Dianne never screams. Dianne was a child prodigy—a prodigy among prodigies, you might say, for she was born and bred in New York and only came to Los Angeles as a teenager. At nine Dianne composed a sonata; at twelve she directed herself in Under Milk Wood; at fourteen she won the Westinghouse contest and at twenty-two she was admitted to the bar. It’s all there in her head; she doesn’t let it leak out of her mouth like other people.

Must I tell you about Dianne’s childhood? I will have to battle with myself to fairly represent its horrors because I want you to be on my side when we separate. Can I trust that if I let you feel for her now you’ll switch sympathies later when I need you? It’s a risk I wish I didn’t have to take.

Her father is a behavioral psychologist, her mother a Freudian analyst. There are twenty-seven, hardcover, black-and-white notebooks covering the first ten years of her life. In these notebooks are celebrated the dates of her teeth, sounds, words, the width of her smile, the texture of her bowel movements—along with profound explanations for each of these phenomena. Letters and childish drawings are neatly pasted in. The first letter to her parents from the first school she attended mentions a tendency to be secretive. (The next twenty or thirty pages are full of carbons and originals of furious letters to and annotated replies from the teacher and school administrators, ending with an excruciatingly reasonable explanation, signed by both parents, of why Dianne is being withdrawn from the school.) Dianne’s parents always seemed to me pleasant and eminently sane, but to glance through those notebooks is to wonder that she did not physically as well as emotionally metamorphose into a gigantic, hard-shelled clam.

She took little or no pleasure in her achievements of talent and intellect. They apparently represented in her mind primarily a way of fending off her parents—particularly her mother. Meat thrown to a two-headed beast to keep it from devouring her. Sometimes I’ve thought that for Dianne our marriage represented the ultimate piece of raw meat. The piece her parents would forever choke on, which would therefore save her from them.

•  •  •

I myself was nonacademic from some point in my preadolescent years, doing just well enough on high-school tests to ensure that each year I would be discovered as an underachiever. Then I’d be called into the guidance cubicle where some social worker type would smile beguilingly and ask me what I did with my brains when I wasn’t taking annual achievement tests, and I would say that I kept them in a cushioned box so they wouldn’t get hurt when I fell. Since this reply was never taken at face value it invariably brought an end to the interview, but a week or two later I would drop a teaser in the guidance office mailbox:

My name is Nadine

My station is WHYS

The call letters of the falling stars . . .

Then I would receive some ecstatic response (mawkish adolescent verse going further at Beverly High than it did in New York, where it was even then a drug on the market), and satisfied that I was known, I would lapse back into underachievement.

This was not the way it was supposed to be.

From the day that I was two years old and it had been discovered (accidentally, by my father’s sister who was visiting from Minnesota) that I was acutely farsighted and needed glasses, it had been ordained by my mother that I should at least be Very Intelligent.

It would be difficult to exaggerate the anxiety this whole eyeglasses business created in my parents, who were both born in California and had eaten nutburgers twenty years before lysergic acid was invented and never wore glasses and didn’t know about things like poor eyesight, a strange Eastern kind of defect. They looked at little Nadine, two and a half and all wide smile and big thick glasses, and saw a thirty-year-old blind spinster, dependent on them for life. She didn’t even have a waistline. Or breasts!

Actually, they didn’t look. They looked elsewhere, even when I was talking.

Help! Mommydaddy! Look at me! I’m falllllllllling!

•  •  •

My father sold Dianne’s parents a swimming pool when they moved to Beverly Hills to become Dynamic Duoshrinks to the Stars. Teaching behaviorism in the movie colony is something like teaching sequins not to sparkle but the Shapiros had this idea, a pretty advanced one for the time if you don’t look at where they chose to do it, of working in different modes with the same patient. They didn’t do too well with it, perhaps because each secretly despised the other’s method, and they eventually developed separate practices, but that’s not to the point, not at this moment anyway.

•  •  •

My accident-prone father had sprained his wrist coming out of our pool one night and I was driving for him (illegally) when I didn’t have school. On this Saturday we were going to take Dr. and Mrs. Shapiro (my father would never call Di’s mother Doctor) to the pools of some satisfied customers to get a sense of the possibilities. Dianne wanted a round pool while her mother liked simple rectangles and the doctor went for kidneys. Dianne couldn’t swim.

I liked her right off. I generally went for the type, in males as well as in females, the pale, bland-looking ones whose volcanoes were nowhere near the tops of their heads. It was the reason I went for Eddie, not Amos, when I met them, and doubtless why I married Amos, not Eddie.

“Mmm,” Dianne said when she saw the first lush, turquoise kidney.

“You should see the heart-shaped one,” I said with a grin. “That’d really knock you out. It was built by an eighty-year-old director for his twelve-year-old girlfriend as a Valentine’s Day present.”

Whatever I had in the way of taste had been acquired by inference from reading Nathanael West, given to us by a freshman English teacher who was fired at the end of the year over that and other taste-related questions. Growing up in Los Angeles, for the obvious reasons, I never knew the difference between an artifact and an eyesore. Any more than I knew the limits of normal human behavior or whether I was a normal human and should be guided by them.

Dianne looked at me. Not with visible interest, but in the type, if you’re familiar with it, the fact of bothering to look conveys greater than normal interest.

It was 1950. We were both fifteen. I was about to enter my sophomore year of high school and she would be a senior.

•  •  •

I spent most of that summer indoors with her. I could swim any year but this year I’d found a friend. She let me talk about the twins until my intensity made her uncomfortable. I showed her my file—TWINS, SIAMESE. They’d been discovered less than a year before and everything I had on them fit into a lingerie box from Magnin’s. She read through without comment—everything from the first Life picture spread to the encyclopedia article I’d found and copied out in my chaotic scrawl:

DOUBLE MONSTERS—SIAMESE TWINS


Individuals partially or wholly double but, joined together are represented by the rare occurrence in man of Siamese twins. This type of monster, so called from the famous Siamese pair exhibited for many years in the 19th century, consists of identical twins joined by a bridge of tissues through which the circulatory system communicates. They probably arise by the incomplete separation of a single fertilized egg into two parts. The experimental production of such double monsters in newts was accomplished by Hans Spemann by constricting the egg in the two-cell state with a Lair loop . . .

. . . Chang and Eng, born Siam, May, 1811, died North Carolina, January, 1874. They were of Chinese extraction . . . They grew to be about five feet two inches in height, could walk, run and swim. In April, 1829, they were taken to the United States and exhibited throughout that country and later in Europe. They became American citizens, married two sisters in 1843 and fathered nineteen children. They finally settled at Mount Airy and lived there until their deaths.

Then there were the first sensational pictures from Life: the sixteen-year-old twins swimming in the pond near the state home where they’d been raised, fixing a car engine, eating at a long table in the home, Amos’s right leg slung over Eddie’s left one. And dozens of articles, the same sparse details relayed over and over again:

When they were approximately four years old they were deposited on the doorstep of a home for retarded children in Dixonville, New Hampshire, along with one change of clothing (homemade, of course, with the holes cut out in the proper places in the shirts) and a note saying, ther mother hev died and the father dont want them. They were joined at the abdomen by a thick band of cartilage which was three and a half inches in circumference and not very much longer than that when they were found, and which turned out to contain a bridge of liver. By the time they were adults the band’s length had stretched to a point where they could stand almost back to back.

The four-year-olds could not or would not speak and it was presumed by the matron and the examining doctor that the home was the proper place for them to be. They were given a name, Edward Smith, and a birth certificate. Only later when they began to communicate with each other verbally did it occur to anyone that they needed two names, and no one bothered about the second birth certificate for years.

They didn’t attempt to walk until they’d been at the home for many months but they sat comfortably facing each other for long periods of time. They slept on their sides, facing each other. They began to experiment with speech when they were five. Their words always had a strange, somewhat thick quality, they (particularly Eddie) were slow spoken and neither would ever be verbose, but gradually they learned to speak well enough so others could understand them and then, when they were nine or ten, they began to read and write. They were well behaved. Certain problems—in toilet training, for example—which were common among the other children never arose with the twins, who used the toilet consistently within a few weeks of entering the home. The fact that they were well behaved and not retarded, while it didn’t move the personnel to examine whether they should be living there in the first place, did spur the matron to some effort at education. They were patient students, seldom restless, although Eddie’s concentration was never as good as that of Amos, who eventually became an omnivorous reader.

They were happiest in the pond that lay nestled in the back lands of the home. The lake, a pond, any water they could find. They swam from the first time they were left near the pond’s edge. The clumsiness that characterized their movements on land disappeared in the water, where they moved swiftly and gracefully, a two-headed human fish.

Of the doctors who served the home during the twelve years the twins were there, at least two raised the question of surgical separation and at one point Amos and Eddie were taken to Concord for examination by the surgeons there. Of these two, one thought the twins should be taken to Boston and that probably surgery should be undertaken no matter what the risks. But others pointed to the fact that there was no history of successful surgery on twins conjoined at the liver and thought it best to leave them as they were. Their legal guardians at the home decided against further investigation.

They were particularly adept at certain of the skills that country boys have, while togetherness made others too difficult. They were skilled electricians. They were fair carpenters but severely limited by the physical size of their project. They could take apart and put back together the engine of any car.

In the summer of 1949, when the twins were sixteen, some tourists who’d gotten lost looking for a garage where they could have their faltering car engine repaired stumbled upon the home. The boys were summoned to aid them. The man was a Time-Life stringer. Two weeks later the Life spread appeared and in another month they had a five-year contract with Ringling Bros. Barnum & Bailey.

There were few clippings after that; they’d been with the circus for just a few months when their names virtually disappeared from the papers. I told Dianne that I wanted more than anything to know them; she smiled as though I were being whimsical but there was nothing whimsical about my desire.

•  •  •

I introduced Dianne to my crowd. The pretty, suicidal teenage girls whose mother’s milk had been tales of faces and boobs discovered by SHEER ACCIDENT at soda fountains on Wilshire Boulevard. The fey sixteen-year-old Judy Garland-loving tap-dancing boys with whom I had my deepest friendships, knowing, as I did, that it wasn’t because I wore glasses that they didn’t love me.

None of my friends could stand Dianne. Not only was her indifference to them visible but they would have perceived it even if it weren’t there. They knew about New Yorkers, about Eastern Types, Communists controlled by Rockefeller and a handful of other rich Jews . . . gray from reading books . . . disdaining Hollywood, Sunshine and Senator McCarthy. Slowly Dianne taught me the facts of life as they had been revealed to the Eastern Establishment. I tried passing on my new knowledge to the others, who were furious with me. Not only was I turning into a crazy Communist whose talk was dangerous but furthermore, next year when Dianne was off in college and I had only them again, I’d be sorry, so I’d better watch my step.

I watched my step. I was constantly aware that Dianne would be leaving me with them, and I was frightened on other grounds, as well. I had grown up blind to the world as it really was and as it ought to be. Dianne had taught me how to see. I felt unsure that my vision would survive her departure. Maybe I would slip back into primordial ignorance. I’d never heard the phrase lobotomy, if the procedure even existed then, but something like it was what I feared. I would forget what it had been like to know the way things really were. I would assume once more that Senator McCarthy was a vehicle of the truth; Alger Hiss was a traitor; everything that glittered was gold.

Dianne didn’t think so. Dianne thought her teachings would survive her absence. (She was going back East to something called Radcliffe I’d never heard of.) Dianne thought that I was Basically Extremely Intelligent. She gave me reading lists (I hid the books under my bed where my friends wouldn’t see them) and wanted me to come East to college in two years when I graduated. I was jealous if I saw her talking to anyone in the halls, which was seldom enough, for she actually never made any friends but me in the Glittering West.

•  •  •

I dreamed about her all the time after she went. In my dreams there was always something she was supposed to have given me or told me before she left that would have guaranteed my safety, but I’d forgotten to ask her and now it was too late. Actually, the dreams were confusing because often I couldn’t be certain that it was me in them and not Dianne. Physically we weren’t exactly the North Pole and the South Pole. We were both around five feet four inches tall, she had long dark-brown hair and I had long light-brown hair, I had tits and she had an ass but details like that don’t always show up in dreams.

•  •  •

Two years later, through the machinations of Dianne’s mother, whose dearest friend was a friend of the president, I was admitted to the East Coast—not the Radcliffe branch but the Bard College twig, which had a weakness for artsy underachievers long before they dominated the culture, and hadn’t gotten many other applications from Los Angeles that year.

•  •  •

My mother was very depressed. She wanted me to go to UCLA, although she wouldn’t stand in the way of my going East. A couple of months before I left she got a Pekingese to replace me but then she couldn’t stand the way it yipped. She replaced the Pekingese with a cat but then it turned out she was allergic to cat dandruff. They got rid of the cat and my father erected a beautiful aquarium in front of the living room window but within two weeks every fish in it was dead. She went to a doctor and got tranquilizers. She drifted around the house with a weird near-smile and licked her lips all the time. My father’s drinking got worse and when he was sober enough he kept telling me how worried he was about my mother. I almost caved in and went to UCLA (I was scared, anyway). I wrote to Dianne asking whether she’d be mad at me, after all the trouble she and her mother and her mother’s friend had gone to, if I went to UCLA so I could be close to my parents. She wrote back that she wouldn’t be mad BUT—BUT she would grieve—nay, mourrrrrrrnnnnnn—for me, forever lost to the Nadine who might have been. She had plenty more to say about what would happen to my brain if I didn’t escape the cultural vacuum of Los Angeles, but it was the forever lost that convinced me. Anything that was forever was too frightening to be faced.


THE East. The Yeast, as I’d always referred to it in my letters to Dianne, thus conveying, quite unconsciously, both my awe of it as a mysterious place of feverishly fermenting intellects and my fear that I would not readily find a place in this mass.

My arrival in the Yeast was a simple, low-key nightmare, blurred in retrospect. I remember mainly how hideous, how dark, how old everything seemed. The dark, old, littered streets between the bridge and Dianne’s uncle’s apartment; the dark, old, book-filled apartment on West End Avenue; the slow, creaky ride on the train up the Hudson to Bard (I’d never been on a train before). It was the last week of August, a typical, ghastly, hot New York August, and all I could think about was how I wished I’d never left Beverly Hills and our pool.

What I remember much more distinctly than I remember my arrival in New York is the first time I heard someone say, “It just isn’t done.”

•  •  •

The quality of Dianne’s I’d always most admired was the ability to make sense of a variety of facts that seemed to me meaningless. She appeared to possess a kind of system, a way of looking at things, that made the world seem reasonable—if not in its actions then in its possibilities. If I had any conscious intellectual aim it was in the direction of that kind of understanding. If I understood the world’s order I would know its limits, and understanding the limits of the world I might find my own. I had been raised by parents who were fearful of everything but forbade me nothing, in a place that was at once parochial, restrictive and utterly permissive. I wanted not simply to know right and wrong as abstractions but to experience them in such a way that my disorderly impulses would be controlled by my knowledge.

It just isn’t done.

It was one of those meetings intended to bring new students and faculty together in the days before everyone knew that this was less of a problem than keeping them apart.

A tall melancholy youth was speaking to me but I was staring at another speaker, a slender beautiful woman of at least fifty with white hair gathered into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. She had startling blue eyes set in a high-cheekboned face that would have been more striking had one’s full attention not been commanded by the eyes. She wore a wine-colored knit dress, delicate silver earrings and a somewhat heavier engraved silver pendant. The boy who’d just been speaking to her dwarfed her in height and seemed to be trying to push himself down from the shoulders in order to look at her directly. She—Dr. Marianna Story, professor of Romance (and various other) languages, looked amused but firm as she said the magic words. (I would discover that she always looked amused but firm.)

I stared.

The young man who was speaking to me followed my gaze.

“Do you have a class with Dr. Story?” he asked in a low voice, for she was standing less than two feet away from us.

I shook my head.

“I know it isn’t done,” said Dr. Story’s companion, quietly insistent. “I just don’t understand why.”

“You will,” she promised. Smiling. And slipped away from him with a graceful gesture that managed to deny that she was doing just that.

There goes a woman who knows what isn’t done.

I continued to stare at her. Transfixed. As one morning years later I would stare at a screen where Eddie and Amos and Dianne and I were doing our number for a young documentary filmmaker and think: My God! It just isn’t done! One simply does not marry men who are Siamese twins! What insanity had ever led me to believe for a moment that I could commit such an act? And having believed it, proceeded to persuade myself that it was possible by doing it?

•  •  •

I would major in Romance languages. I cursed the day I’d settled on Spanish as my foreign language because that was what all my high-school friends were taking. Dr. Story wasn’t teaching Spanish that semester. I resolved to start a new language at midyear. In the meantime I followed Dr. Story all over the campus, stopping several feet behind her when she got into a conversation, straining to hear what she was saying. She knew I was there but she didn’t mind; I wasn’t the first, although I might have been the first from Los Angeles.

In the spring term she gave a course in Don Quixote. I fell in love with Don Quixote because he belonged to her. I got an A in the course as I would later get an A in psychology because I’d fallen in love with my psych teacher. If I’d been in love more often I might have had a more distinguished academic career. There was always a person between me and the subject, which I couldn’t absorb unless I loved the person.

Meanwhile I cultivated the boy Dr. Story had been talking to, who was in my English class. His name was Shlomo and he liked me. He tried to explain Dianetics to me and I laughed. I tried to find out what he’d been asking Dr. Story that made her say it just wasn’t done, but he would never tell me, sensing that his secret was his main strength with me.

For two years when I had a good dream it was about her. I was looking for her in a series of corridors, except the corridors weren’t the dry ugly corridors of an institution but wide beautiful spaces lined with ferns and moss (neither of which I’d ever seen until I came East) and rich fabrics. I opened many doors before I finally found her in a room lined in shimmery satin, wearing a pale-blue-satin nightgown (Los Angeles was rooted in my dreams more firmly than in my everyday existence). Her hair was long and loose and wine colored, like the dress she’d been wearing that first day. She was talking to someone I couldn’t see but when I came in she rose from the bench at her dressing table and came toward me. I was flooded with pleasure as I anticipated what was to come. I woke up still feeling wonderful although I wanted the dream to have continued so I could know what was going to happen that made me so happy. Sometimes when I felt myself awakening I tried to halt the process but I never could.

In another dream she was instructing me in the matter of what was done and what simply wasn’t. The most interesting quality of this dream was that the list of Not Dones was always more vivid as she spoke the words—and made me happier. In the dream the words she spoke were all crystal clear but they began to fade as I struggled against consciousness and by the time I was fully awake they were gone.

•  •  •

At first I spent frequent weekends with Dianne, meeting her in New York where we stayed with her aunt and uncle, who left us pretty much on our own. This arrangement didn’t work as well, though, when I began traveling with Shlomo and Dianne with a tall, bearded poet named Berry. It wasn’t so much that the men disliked each other, because their dislike wasn’t active enough to keep Dianne and me apart, but Dianne didn’t care for Shlomo. She found him superficial. She barely pretended to listen when he talked. (Unlike me, who found him too deep to understand but pretended to listen because I was growing fond of him.)

There was little the four of us could talk about. Shlomo was ardently political and had been active in the Campus Democrats for Stevenson. He believed Stevenson to be the closest thing to a saint that our electoral system had seen. Eisenhower was a Republican, than which nothing more need be said. Berry, who was several years older than we were and had been in the Army and after his discharge bummed around Europe for a couple of years, was a Beat Poet, although it was years of course before we’d hear that phrase, nor did I ever see any of his poetry. When Berry wasn’t around Dianne might deign to argue with Shlomo that Stevenson was worse than Eisenhower just because he was so much better that he would have delayed the inevitable end of the whole rotten system. But when Berry was around, Berry who claimed not to know the names of either Ike or Stevenson and didn’t give a hot damn for socialism or capitalism or any other government, my mentor laid down her intellectual arms and smiled as her friend laconically asked Shlomo, in accents, learned from the Southern jazz musicians he’d met in Paris and still saw in New York, “Hey, man, can’t you see it don’t make no never mind?” Through those same musicians, incidentally, Berry had also developed an intimate acquaintance with marijuana, which Dianne told me she had smoked on several occasions. I don’t remember ever hearing the name before then.

“Maybe,” I said to Dianne after our first disastrous weekend together, “if we really need to talk we should meet without the men.”

She smiled. It would be accurate to say that her smile was condescending but I didn’t think of it that way, then, or if I did condescension seemed appropriate. If I was beginning to meet enough smart Eastern types to take the edge off my awe of her, I still knew that Dianne’s brain was vastly superior to mine and that I was lucky she let me be her friend.

“Need to talk?” she repeated. She was amused. “I don’t know if I need to talk.”

“I do,” I confessed quickly. “I need to  . . . I miss having you around to sort of check things out on. I’m in a whole new country, you know. Sometimes I just wish I could call you long distance and talk for an hour, but then I think it’s not worth it, it’s much better to see you.” When I talked to her on the phone I found her silences nearly unbearable, while looking at her I felt reactions even when her expression didn’t change.

“Mmmm,” she said now.

Mmmm was Dianne’s basic remark and now at the beginning of our tale it might be just as well to give you a partial list of its meanings.

Partial List of Meanings of Mmmmm

1. You may be right.

2. You’re probably wrong but I haven’t the energy to explain why because to do so I would have to disabuse you of 372 other cherished notions which are also wrong.

3. Okay, but it was your idea.

4. Yes, it might be fun. Or at least you’ll think so.

5. That’s the dumbest statement I ever heard out of the mouth of someone who is allowed to be my friend.

6. That’s the dumbest statement ever uttered by anyone anywhere.

“What do you think of Shlomo?” I asked.

“He’s all right,” she said cautiously. “For his age.”

Neither of us was eighteen yet but she’d been in college for two years and Shlomo for just one. Since Berry, who was twenty-six, she had let it be known that younger men bored her.

“I think he’s sweet,” I said. “And very smart.” I was proud, with her, of having a Jewish boyfriend, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“Mmmm,” she said.

•  •  •

After that Shlomo and I stayed with his parents, who lived on the Grand Concourse, in the Bronx. His mother was a dentist and his father taught history at a nearby high school.

Shlomo and I had started out as mutually suspicious pals. I was suspicious of him because I didn’t understand why he liked me. He was suspicious of me because he (rightly) thought that I wasn’t particularly drawn to him. Neither of us had many friends. He was fiercely into ideas as people—to be latched onto, delved into, seduced, overwhelmed and finally abandoned because they’d been replaced by something better. I was convinced that my safe path lay in keeping my mouth shut in company so others could only suspect that I knew nothing and didn’t belong in the Yeast. I was assumed to be acutely shy.

When we finally began sleeping with each other it was in the most casual way. A virgin when we met, I had once considered myself the possessor of some marvelous buried treasure that no man had the initiative to take off my glasses and dig for.

“It’s here,” I’d often wanted to call out to the young men in L.A. who drove by and whistled at us but seldom stopped their cars. “It’s here waiting, damn it. Why do you whistle and drive on?” Not understanding that they whistled instead of stopping. By the time I was seventeen my treasure had become a burden, yet it never occurred to me that I might lose this particular burden in the East, where I was going, after all, to improve my mind.

Anyway, Shlomo and I progressed over the weeks from holding hands to necking to petting, as it was then known (while the more obvious grooming seems to have been universally ignored), and then one day, in the carriage house on the Zabriskie estate, which had been donated to Bard and was half converted to a theater, we found ourselves, having worked later than everyone else, lying on our coats and some tarps on the cold floor and slowly, heating up, taking off the rest of our clothes. Neither of us was terribly anxious, perhaps because we were such pals, perhaps because it was only 1954 and performance standards of sexuality hadn’t hit the mass consciousness yet. Not that we were totally at ease. Virgins both, we fumbled and giggled and certainly we never reached anything resembling what the sex technologists would call the hot center, but we didn’t have that sense that seems to pervade so many sexual transactions of the seventies, that our entire selves were at stake. And as I write this only one thing strikes me as strange, that I should feel the need to explain why this was so. We were friends.

Afterward we put Shlomo’s parka over us and fell asleep together, eventually awakening because the temperature in the unheated carriage house had gone down to freezing and the parka didn’t cover our legs.

•  •  •

“Give me one good reason why you won’t tell me.”

He smacked his forehead and groaned. “Jesus Christ, I thought we were finally over that one.”

“Why? Because you’re making me?”

“Anytime you’re ready to tell me why you care so much, I’ll tell you.”

“Don’t you understand, Shlo, I can’t know why I care until I know what it is?”

“AAAAAAARRRRRRRAAAAGGGGGHHHHHHHHHH!”

•  •  •

He had many traits that endeared him to me. Or maybe they became dear to me because they were his.

When I teased him and he couldn’t find an immediate riposte his nose got itchy and he had to scratch it.

He had a lot of dandruff. I don’t recall any trace of self-consciousness over his bony, intense Jewish looks, his ugly clothing, his awkward manners or anything else, but every time he took off a jacket or shirt he shook off the dandruff.

When explaining to me, or rather talking out for his own benefit in my presence, some major idea he’d stumbled across in a book, a class, or maybe just his own head, he’d slowly count my toes (or my fingers, toes being unavailable) with his thumb and index finger in a way that reminded me of my father doing This little piggy went to market, when I was little.

•  •  •

In the middle of the school year Berry took off for California and then for a while the three of us met in New York. Each of them talked almost exclusively to me, although their tastes were much closer to each other’s than to mine. Once the warm weather came it was Shlomo and Dianne who wanted to endure the stone steps of Lewisohn Stadium for the rare Varèse concert, and I who could sit still for Gershwin. They could have seen The Bicycle Thief every time it was revived while I craved the M-G-M musicals and Errol Flynn epics on which I’d been raised.

•  •  •

In my second year I found within myself—invented might be a better word—an interest in a group of modern Latin-American poets for a project on which I requested weekly tutorials with Dr. Story. The tutorials were held at her home, which was one of the reasons I wanted them so badly. She would initiate me to the mysteries which I not only was far from solving but could not yet even identify.

Her home did indeed contain a clue, if only in its contrast to that of my parents, with whom I’d just spent a desolate summer. Here all was beautiful, ornate, tiny yet more than large enough for one person. This home was a refuge and what this home was about was the past, which was smaller, prettier, and at once more complex and more orderly than the present. The clue, then, had to do with the past. I lost overnight my aversion to small dark rooms full of books and knickknacks. We sat in the drawing room facing each other on teal velvet Victorian love seats and talked about the poets I’d selected for my project. The most modern of whom it turned out she had known for many years. (Perhaps he had been her lover?) In discussing interpretation she would often settle a point through her personal knowledge of his intentions. If I later had doubts about this as a method of discovering what was actually contained in a work of art, it seemed to me at the time a most powerful method of scholarship.

•  •  •

My second summer at home was more disastrous than the first. My parents were the same and everything else was worse. Redwood houses with glass walls were too big, the light was blinding. The chlorine in the pool was too strong. And the ocean was awfully goddamn noisy. I left on some pretext in the middle of August, vowing that I would never again come home for more than a week at a time. In my valise this time as I headed back to the nearly deserted Bard campus was the lingerie box marked TWINS, SIAMESE.

The following spring Dr. Story had a breast removed because there was a lump in it which turned out to be cancerous.

•  •  •

It was May. I was lying on the grass with Shlomo. The sky was particularly blue and masses of cottony clouds were moving above us in shapes we identified in poetic (then, embarrassed, humorous) ways.

“Did you hear about Story?” my friend Ellen asked disconsolately, dropping down beside me on the grass.

“She said she’d be out this week.”

“This week. Ha.”

That made me sit up. “What?”

“She’s in the hospital.”

“Where?” Not why, the answer to which may be more than I can handle, but where?

“New York. Columbia Presbyterian.”

“When’s she coming back?”

Ellen shrugged. “It almost doesn’t matter, it’s  . . . she won’t be in school for the rest of the term.”

“All right. What is it?”

“Mastectomy.”

“I don’t know what that is.” Flatly. Angrily. I don’t want to know what it is and in the fifties, when lopped-off boobs have not yet become the mainstay of the six o’clock news, it’s still possible to not know.

“She had a breast removed. Cancer.”

“No.”

Not Dr. Story. There are people things like that happen to but she isn’t one of them. I stood up, slapped the dirt and grass off my jeans and began running around the lawn.

“Where is she? Never mind. You told me. What room is she in?”

I want to see her! No! I don’t want to see her! I can’t see her!

“I don’t know. Linda Bernbaum has the number.”

“How come?” In the midst of anguish, pause for a little jealousy of Linda Bernbaum. I have not been close to the whole ching.

I don’t want to be close to the whole thing!

“She was in the office. Someone was talking on the telephone and repeated it.”

“I’m going.” To Shlomo, still lying there. “You want to come with me?”

“Okay,” he said after a moment. “But first let’s find out if she can have visitors. And when.”

“I don’t want to find out, I just want to go.”

He sighed and squinted at the sky.

“Now?”

With a mother who’s a dentist, after all, you don’t spend your life trying to figure out women.

“Yes.”

“Should we try to get a car?”

“I guess.” Instead of being grateful for his flexibility and practicality I am irritated by his failure to grasp the urgency of the situation, his willingness to get bogged down in details.

With a grunt he drags himself up and to his feet, picks up his books.

Larry Hopkins walks by and Shlomo negotiates with him for the use of his beat-up Studebaker.

“He needs it tonight,” Shlomo tells me. “We can have it early tomorrow morning.”

I shake my head.

“Come on, Nady, we probably wouldn’t even be able to get in today.”

“Forget it,” I say bitterly. “You just don’t . . . I’m going to hitch. You don’t have to come. It’ll probably be easier for me to get a ride by myself.” And get raped or murdered and it’ll be your fault.

“Oh, yeah,” he says sarcastically. “Much easier.”

•  •  •

Half an hour later we were on the road, thumbing a ride, and at seven that night we were at Columbia Presbyterian, where we were told that Dr. Story’s condition was satisfactory but she could not have visitors today. Her brother was with her. Advised that we were there, he came out to speak with us. He looked just like her and had similar speech and mannerisms. I couldn’t stop staring at him. I must have been gaping like an idiot, as a matter of fact, because he avoided my eyes and spoke only to Shlomo. I loved Dr. Moore Story because he looked like his sister and I hated him because he was keeping us from seeing her. Shlomo asked if he thought we’d be able to see her tomorrow if we stuck around. I flinched at the colloquialism. Shlomo’s language didn’t change according to whom he was with, a quality I’d often admired as unpretentious and now disdained as uncouth. Dr. Story said he couldn’t promise although he would certainly mention our visit to his sister, who would be touched by our concern.

Fuck you. Touched.

We took a bus over to the Bronx and walked up to Shlomo’s parents. He tried to talk about other things but I wasn’t having any. I was furious with him. He was part of that vast male conspiracy that thought you could get through times like this by pretending they were normal. His mother was the one I really wanted to talk to, except that I was intimidated by her. It was quite different from what I felt for Dr. Story—an awe that was nearly religious but didn’t incorporate fear. Shlomo’s mother inspired fear not only because she was so accomplished and very down to earth but because she was the first Terribly Busy Woman I’d ever known. She had her dental practice. She had a husband and two sons, one of whom was just beginning high school. She cooked and cleaned and shopped, albeit with considerable help from her husband, with whom she also had subscriptions to the opera and various other cultural events. And beyond all that she painted beautifully in the style which I later learned was called primitive, although it appeared anything but primitive to me. Marvelous, intricate pictures with hundreds of people in them of life in the Bronx—in the park, on benches along the Concourse, at a wedding in the Park Plaza Hotel. There was a great deal of color in them, but never bright red. She leaned to the earth colors and her people seemed to have sprung directly from that earth without going through Customs or any of the other gross ordeals through which peasants normally passed into the New World.

This was the person I wanted to be with now. That she was Jewish, that these people had in some way incorporated the history from which my parents had fled to California and seemed realer and richer as a result, was part of it, but only part.

She was small and compactly built. She sometimes had to stand on a stool to reach the mouths of particularly tall patients. She was homely without being ugly. Both of the boys resembled her more than they did their father. She made no secret of her desire for Paul to grow up and leave home so she could use as a studio the room he had once shared with Shlomo and now had to himself.

When I was with Mrs. Becker my mother was always with me; they were such direct opposites that one instantly conjured the other.

At home that summer I’d been more aware than ever of my mother’s inactivity.

“You really ought to develop an interest in something, Ma,” I’d say when she told me how happy she was when I was there and how miserable when I was away. “It’s only that you’re bored. If you were doing something you liked you wouldn’t care if I was here or not.”

It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried. She’d taken a course in art history, and one in yoga, and one in Spanish, having fuzzy ideas about doing some kind of social work with Chicanos, which one of her friends was enjoying. I asked her why she didn’t go back to singing, find a chorus someplace, and she said she couldn’t. I was irritated with the answer but it was true, and no amount of saying she should have or if she’d had to, she would have, could change that. She didn’t have to do anything and therefore she couldn’t. I told her about my boyfriend’s mother in the East, how she was happy because she did so many things. Painted. Dentistry. Concerts. All this with one of her sons still at home. She seized on the last—a child still at home—as the explanation for this strange woman’s happiness. I felt confused and guilty but it never occurred to me, until I was on the plane heading back to New York, to point out to her that she’d been no happier than she was now during the years when I was still at home.

Shlomo wanted to eat in a Chinese restaurant near his parents’ house but I couldn’t wait to see his mother and made him get containers that we could carry there.

“Maybe tomorrow you’ll be able to get in to see her,” Mrs. Becker said as I beat out Shlomo for the last sparerib, then scraped the bottom of the chow mein container and looked around the table for anything else I might be able to devour.

“You haven’t had enough to eat,” Mrs. Becker said, watching my eyes scour the table.

“Yes, I have,” I said. “I’ve had too much, I just—”

But she understood. She was at the refrigerator, already, bringing covered dishes to the table. Cold chicken. Cheese. Cherry tomatoes. A carton of milk. I kept eating and eating. One by one they became infected by my voraciousness and began nibbling in self-defense. From the cupboard Mrs. Becker brought Fig Newtons and Lorna Doones and chocolate-covered grahams, which we had with milk or tea. I had a vision of cleaning out the apartment like a vacuum and then going on to the next door neighbor’s. I was embarrassed but not too embarrassed to continue. Afterward I did the dishes with Mrs. Becker, not just because it was polite but because I thought it would give me a chance to talk with her. I was exasperated because at first Shlomo hung around in the kitchen, but finally he joined his father in the living room. (Paul, not a loner like his older brother, had gone down to the yard at Taft High School to play softball with his friends.)

Now we could talk. I looked at the bustly, no-nonsense little lady who was drying the silver as I washed it, although if I ever tried to dry she would tell me it was unnecessary work, everything drained. I searched her face for some indication that she was ready to receive my confidences.

“I guess I’ve been acting crazy,” I said. A ploy and a fake. I want her to tell me it’s the natural way to act at a time like this.

“You’re upset.”

“Shlomo’s been very practical about everything.” A feeler. “When we found out, I nearly had a fit but he stayed terribly calm and made all the arrangements.”

“Mm. It doesn’t do any good to get hysterical.”

The magic words: Don’t get hysterical now, Nady. The words of a father most likely to create hysteria within the breast of his otherwise merely frantic little girl.

“Males are different than females about these things.” One last attempt at communion.

“Mm. Thank God.”

Tears came to my eyes. Of course I should’ve known better, to begin with. Who was I—the half-crazed shiksa who was lucky enough to have engaged the attention of their brilliant son? And now I not only dared to complain but complained about what was essentially his marvelous ability to bring his intellect to bear on the anguish of real life and in so doing, reduce it!

I finished the dishes and wiped my hands on my jeans. I went into the bathroom and cried for a few minutes. I came out.

“I’m going to take a walk.”

“Want company?” Shlomo asked.

“No.”

On the way out of the building I met Paul coming in. It was after nine, too dark for softball.

“Want to come for a walk?” I asked.

“No,” he said.

•  •  •

By the time I got back to the apartment the others had gone to bed. The curtained French doors that sealed us off in the living room were closed and Shlomo had opened up the sofa and put on the sheets and blanket. I got into bed with my clothes on. Under an unspoken agreement, we slept on the sofa together and in the early hours of the morning Shlomo removed himself to a sleeping bag on the floor.

“What’s with you?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Why aren’t you getting undressed?”

“Don’t feel like it.”

The following year I would take my first psychology course and lose the ability to offer simple answers to simple questions.

He turned on his side, facing me, and tried to put his arm around me but I moved away.

“I think I’m getting my period.”

He didn’t like to make love when I had my period and I assumed for some time that this was a universal.

“You had it two weeks ago.”

The mathematician. Maybe that was what math was originally invented for, to count the days between periods.

“Well, I feel all bloated.”

“That’s because you ate like a pig.”

“Drop dead.” (We’re not in the Fuck-you Sixties, yet, this is the Drop-dead Fifties; still they are strong words. I may not have voiced them since I came from the West, where they were diluted by frequent use and Pacific breezes.)

He kisses me and I burst into tears.

“Is this all because of Story?” he asks.

“No,” I lie, sobbing. “Why don’t you stop me when I’m being bad?”

“Why don’t you stop yourself?” he asks.

“I can’t!” I wail. “I never even know until after I’ve done it!”

“Done what? You’re just a little crazy, is all, you haven’t actually done anything.”

I stop crying. I stare at him thoughtfully. I am at once the most ingenious and ingenuous of nineteen-year-old women.

“What,” I whisper, staring into his beautiful, myopic Jewish eyes, “what did she tell you wasn’t done?”

He sighs. “If you let me tell you, you’ll be disappointed.”

“I want to be disappointed.” I am a child wanting a goody so desperately she will sign away the rest of her life for it.

A minute or two of silence. Another sigh. Then a brief tale of a young Bard student who the year before wanted to carry a political demonstration on an important local issue to the homes of the individual trustees of the college instead of just fighting out the issue on campus with the administration.

More silence. I look at him and wait for more.

“And?”

He shrugged. “And nothing. That’s it. She said you couldn’t do that sort of thing.”

I stare. I can’t believe that’s all there is although I have to believe it because it’s Shlomo and he never lies. He doesn’t think that way. He never conceives of himself as being on the defensive and thus doesn’t feel the need to lie.

Shlomo is watching me. I have a sick, crumbling feeling inside of me as this new information combines with the groceryful of food I’ve consumed. I wonder, almost idly, if I can get to the bathroom in time or if I’m going to throw up on the sofa bed.

“What is it?” he asks, his face inches from mine.

I lurch to my feet and toward the French doors, stagger down the hallway, almost but not quite making it to the bathroom. Less than a foot from the threshold I begin heaving it all up, huge wet mounds full of gray Chinese food, undigested chunks of bright orange American cheese, pink bologna, red tomatoes. Shlomo, behind me, supports my head then guides me over the puddle into the bathroom, where I kneel at the toilet, rest my chin on the seat and stare gloomily into the bowl, remembering my childhood fantasy of a snake that would rear its head from the watery depths for just long enough to bite off some valuable piece of me that hadn’t already been stolen for the starving children of China.

In back of me Shlomo is cleaning the puke from the floor. Feet pad down the hallway.

“It’s all taken care of,” Shlomo says. “Go back to sleep.”

The feet pad away.

I can never come back here.

•  •  •

The next afternoon we got in to see Dr. Story, or at least some person in a hospital gown with a ravaged face who pretended to be Dr. Story. She was wearing Dr. Story’s makeup but it didn’t work on her. She smiled Dr. Story’s smile. She was in a half-reclining position, pretty much covered by hospital sheets. She didn’t move at all.

“How lovely of you to come, Nadine,” she said. “And Shlomo.” She moved a fraction of an inch in the bed and pain stabbed at her face.

•  •  •

So it was all true. Even God didn’t know where to stop.

•  •  •

In the absence of any coordination between my brain and my tongue Shlomo and Dr. Story conversed for a while, after which Dr. Moore Story said he thought perhaps it was time for his sister to rest again. I mumbled good-bye and followed Shlomo out of the room, down the corridor, into the elevator and out onto 168th Street.

“So,” he said, “what now?”

“Isn’t there anything you want to do?” I asked irritably.

“I’d just as leave go back to school,” he said.

“So go.”

“Without you?”

“Why not?” I was exasperated beyond belief. “You think I can’t manage without you?”

“How much money do you have?”

I blushed furiously. I didn’t have a penny. I wheeled around and walked away from him without knowing where I was going. Broadway. I started down Broadway. Shlomo followed me by a few steps, as though he just happened to feel like going in the same direction.

Ah, Shlomo, where are you now? Married no doubt to some wild-eyed hysterical girl—now woman—very much like me, whom you’ve never divorced although God knows you’ve had enough reason. She asks if you don’t hate her for getting fat and you tell her it doesn’t particularly bother you but she should lose it if it makes her unhappy. She asks how you can put up with her on her shrew days and you say the same way as she can put up with herself.

“I suppose if I keep walking you’ll keep walking.”

“Sure. Why not?”

Anger at him for his uncomprehending patience vies with pity for myself, the victim of his kindness.

“Don’t you even want to understand me?” I shout at him, so that three black men, standing on the corner, unaccustomed to seeing whites exhibit on their turf, cease their conversation to gaze at us.

“You want a Coke?”

“OF COURSE I WANT A COKE! I’M DYING OF THIRST!”

“C’mon.”

Farther down we found a luncheonette where we ordered two Cokes and one grilled cheese sandwich. He did not seem to have any strong sense of unfinished business between us.

“I know I’ve been acting crazy.”

He was silent. If he’d denied it I would have been furious but I didn’t like his accepting it, either. I knew damned well I wasn’t crazy.

“Don’t you care why?”

“I know you’re upset, Nady.”

“Why am I upset?”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, you practically went nuts the minute you heard about Story.”

“Why? I mean, the truth is I hardly know her. It’s not as if it was happening to me. Or my mother. Or  . . . so why?”

“All right. I’ll bite. Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said, bursting into tears. “But at least I want to know!” I buried my head in my hands, waiting for Shlomo to comfort me, but he was silent. Finally I looked up at him.

“You really don’t want to understand, do you?” I said.

“You know I care about you, Nady,” he said.

“But you don’t want to understand me.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t see why I have to.”

“Without any money,” I said, “we better start hitching back while there’s plenty of light.”

•  •  •

That night I wrote to Dianne that if I could get the money from my parents I would accompany her on her planned graduation trip to Europe in the summer. She’d been talking about the trip ever since Berry’s departure. She wanted me to go with her and I hadn’t refused yet I’d felt no real desire to go. Now I started getting my parents used to the idea of my not coming home for the summer, and trying to wangle the money to go with Dianne instead. I also fucked every available male on the Bard campus and one or two who weren’t generally considered available. I’m not sure what I was doing but it seems that whatever else was involved, hurting Shlomo was at least a fringe benefit. I would show him what he could do with his blind love!

•  •  •

Dianne adored Europe and was happier there than I’d ever seen her. I was miserable the whole time. England, where I had the language, was bearable, but we were only there for the first week and it took me that long to recover from the flight. Then we went to Paris because Dianne knew that was the place to be. The place I wanted to be was on the grass in back of the dormitory with Shlomo.

I hated the French, not for any of the rational reasons that the normal sensitive tourist hates them but because they spoke their own language and wouldn’t even try to speak mine. They kept insisting that I try the little French they knew I must have. As though there were no way anyone could have been born and lived for nearly twenty years without it. I wanted to strangle them. The knowledge that I was wrong because I was in their country made no difference at all.

At night I cried into my pillow and chewed the ends of the case. I wanted to go home early but Dianne was having a marvelous time and in my paranoid state I was afraid to fly back by myself, as well as ashamed to think of the questions I might have to answer if I spent the month of August on the Bard campus or at home.

I wrote to Shlomo. I told him I knew I’d been crazy and I hoped he’d forgive me. I said he could write to me care of American Express if he felt like it but I would understand perfectly if he didn’t. I didn’t really expect him to want to have anything to do with me. Four days after I sent the letter I began haunting the American Express office but I never heard from him. When I got back to Bard his friend Alex told me with a straight face and a monotone voice (neither of which was yet obligatory on college campuses) that Shlomo had transferred to the University of Chicago. I was stupefied.

“But why?” I cried out. “How come? All of a sudden?”

Sardonic amusement replaced indifference. Alex was one of Shlomo’s friends I’d seduced during my sexual rampage the previous May. One of the “older” men, a veteran of the Korean War at Bard on GI benefits plus a scholarship, he lived in a barracks that was farther from the school buildings than the other men’s housing and affected a certain emotional distance from most of the goings-on. His relation to Shlomo (and to most of the other boys) was that of teacher to student; whenever I came upon them, Alex was the one who was talking.

On this night a bunch of us had been at Mike’s drinking beer and eating hot sausage sandwiches. Alex had just broken up with a girl named Libby. She’d gotten pregnant and pressured him to marry her and let her have the baby. He’d raised the money for the abortion, made sure she was physically okay afterward, then told her he never wanted to come that close to getting trapped again and they were through.

Shlomo hadn’t come with the crew that night, maybe because he was really concerned about an unfinished paper. Or maybe because he’d gotten tired, in the days since our return from Dr. Story’s bedside in New York, of having me spread my legs whenever one of his friends entered the room while perpetually finding excuses for not going to bed with him.

It was a beautiful night. We walked with our arms around each other, singing the German beer-hall songs that in 1954 still had a strong tinge of the forbidden to them. In between songs most of us giggled but Alex never did; he was already at home with the forbidden. His arm was around my shoulders, mine was around his waist. When he veered off toward the barracks I veered with him. I thought we were heading for the grass in back but he took me inside instead. I was high, with that strange, excitingly weak feeling at the base of my spine that I still get when beer hits me. My heart pounded at my chest as though it were trying to get out.

He led me through the dark room, cursing softly as he banged his toe on an iron cot leg. Then I tripped over a pile of clothes someone had left in the middle of the aisle and giggled nervously into the quiet. At his cot he lay down on his back, his arms under his head, and waited to see what I would do. I felt rather than saw him grinning at me like the Cheshire cat. A few feet away from us, on either side, were cots occupied by sleeping men whose faces would be familiar to me if I could see them. It was a dare. I loved dares. They terrified me because I didn’t know how far I would go in response to them but then that very terror excited me further. I waited as his face became increasingly discernible to me, the grin a fact in reality as well as in my imagination. I yawned and stretched, consciously sinuous. I took off my sneakers, feigned a yawn, stretched again. Then I unzipped my jeans and slithered out of them, like a seasoned stripper in the Jersey City burlesque house I’d been to the year before with Shlomo. My tight jeans, then my baggy sweat shirt, then my underpants. (I’d stopped wearing brassieres a week or two earlier. They didn’t feel good. They cut your skin. For all I knew they gave you cancer.) Then I stretched out on top of him and kissed him passionately, already more excited by the situation and my performance than I’d ever been, at the height of my real-life lovemaking with Shlomo. He returned my kiss without moving his arms out from under his head. I began undressing him. I opened his shirt, his belt buckle, his fly. I tried to get out his penis but I couldn’t because I was on top of it. I sat up, straddling him, and lovingly removed the bird from its cage. I curled over and kissed it affectionately. My face had never been within a foot, so to speak, of Shlomo’s—of anyone’s—penis. I liked it. I did some tribal rites over it and then I mounted him. His arms never moved from his pillow but his eyes were closed and he wasn’t smiling anymore as I squirmed and writhed and bounced on top of him. Occasionally he moaned softly and that spurred me on to greater efforts. When he came I came with him—the first time it had ever happened to me, and the last, in point of fact, for some time to come. So to speak.

Alex was watching me again. I was cold. Into the dead silence of the room a voice several feet from us said, “Academy Award.” There were a couple of guffaws. Alex grinned at me. I got off him, picked up my clothes with a show of nonchalance and walked out of the barracks, not stopping to get dressed until I was twenty yards away and behind a tree.

For the remaining weeks of the term Alex had treated me with exactly that degree of friendly condescension that he always displayed toward me and everyone else.

•  •  •

Now the sun was shining in my eyes, giving his sardonic grin some extra power.

“It wasn’t because of me, was it, Alex?” I wasn’t the sort of female men loved so desperately that they had to leave a place. “Why?”

“He felt that he required,” Alex said deliberately, “a broader academic environment.”

“Ohhhh. . . .” I was on the verge of tears. Why wouldn’t he just confirm that I was as evil as I’d always feared I was? “What’m I supposed to do now, slit my wrists?”

“Do whatever you want to do, chicken,” he said, turning and walking away. I followed. The girl he’d gotten the abortion for and then dropped had committed suicide over the summer but I didn’t know that. No one was talking about it. Suicide wasn’t fashionable yet. “What you do is what you do, it has nothing to do with me.”

“I didn’t say it did,” I pointed out, breathing hard as I struggled to keep up with him.

“Then don’t give me this slit-my-wrists shit.”

“It’s just an expression,” I said. “You think I’m going to do it, for crying out loud? It’s a disgusting idea. I never think about things like that.”

He stopped walking and looked at me as though he was trying to decide if I was telling the truth. After a moment or two he began walking again, but in his usual relaxed way. He wasn’t trying to shake me anymore.

“How was Europe?” he asked after a few minutes.

“Disgusting,” I said. “Everyone spoke foreign languages.”

He laughed. He looked at me for the first time with what seemed like simple friendliness. Something had clicked between us.

“Especially the English,” he said.

“It wasn’t as bad there as everyplace else,” I told him.

He put his arm around me. A wave of sexual feeling passed through me. Toward the end of August I’d finally gotten into the sack with some Italian who picked us up as we got off the boat in Naples, but it was the same old story. He not only talked the whole time but he talked in Italian; I was so dry it hurt.
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