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RAVES FOR

LOOKING FOR MR. GOODBAR

“Hard, fast, frightening. . . . Looking for Mr. Goodbar has gut excitement.”

—Newsweek

“Haunting, compelling. . . . Theresa Dunn acts out a fantasy many women will identify with, but few will admit to.”

—Ms. magazine

“Dazzling. . . . I, for one, won’t ever look at a young woman prowling a bar quite the same way again.”

—Detroit Free Press

“It compels the reader by its sheer energy and force.”

—Houston Chronicle

“Penetrating, frightening, and unforgettable . . . it would be hard to overpraise Looking for Mr. Goodbar. . . . Perhaps today’s reader has grown up and wants her emotions wrapped around a lovable but confused character, in this case, Terry Dunn, who resembles every woman you’ve ever known.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“A bittersweet cavalcade.”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“It grips you with its force and chills you. . . . From the first page, we have known how it all will end, but the story’s relentless inevitability holds us fast. . . .”

—John Barkham Reviews

“An emotional hurricane.”

—Carol Hill, author of Let’s Fall in Love
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FOR JOSEPH PERELMAN



ABOUT

THE

CONFESSION



Gary Cooper White was born in Jersey City, New Jersey. He moved to Georgia the year he began school, when his mother’s husband, number three of five, got a job in a mill there. Some of the feeling you get from the resulting combination of accents is, inevitably, lost in the transcription from the police tapes. But I’ve tried to note questions, interruptions and clear changes in emotion that came through in his voice.

The police found him a particularly cooperative witness. He got somewhat violent and incoherent while being taken to New York on the plane, but he’d offered no resistance to those in Ohio who found him. At that point he was eager to unburden himself. Back in New York, he never denied the murder; he wanted the circumstances understood. He seemed to think that almost anyone in the same situation would have committed the same murder.

For me, as a matter of fact, this was the most notable quality of his confession—that Gary White, who had brutally assaulted and murdered Theresa Dunn a few hours after meeting her in a Manhattan singles spot called Mr. Goodbar, had a very clear sense of himself as the victim of the woman he had murdered.

He had just come up from Florida, where he had a very young (sixteen) and pregnant wife. There was a warrant out for his arrest (armed robbery) and he couldn’t work there. In South Carolina a careless driver gave him a hitch and left his jacket on the seat between them. From the pocket White extracted a wallet containing more than thirty dollars and enough identification to get him jobs in North Carolina and Virginia. Each of which he left after his first paycheck.

He was a handsome young man, from the photos that are available. Blond and square-jawed. Looking, in his faded denim jacket and jeans, like an extra in a cowboy movie. It wasn’t difficult for him to get jobs or pick up girls.

He arrived in New York with the intention of staying with a buddy from his unit in Vietnam until he could find a job. But his friend was no longer at the Greenwich Village address he’d given White. He wandered around for a while and that night found himself in a place which he eventually recognized as a gay bar. It was there he met George Prince (or Prince George, as he sometimes called himself), who some days later would give the police the information they needed to find Gary in Cleveland. Gary told George how he’d come to New York for a job, counting on his war buddy for a bed until he could get work, only to find his buddy gone. George offered him a place for the night. One of the few contradictions within White’s confession is that he at first claims not to have realized George was a homosexual who would want him, while at some later point he says he knew George was gay but he figured he could handle it.

The way he handled it was to have sex with George for a week or so without ever suggesting to George that all he really wanted was a place to stay while he found a job. Only when George brought another man onto the scene did Gary rebel and then he seems to have been more perturbed by the idea of the extra man as a witness than by the notion of a third sexual partner. Until then he had regarded what he was doing as a practical matter. He redoubled his efforts to get a job. But the holidays were already upon the city, most temporary winter jobs were filled, and he didn’t score those automatic points that a drifter in the South gets for being white.

He became increasingly hostile to George, who retaliated by taunting him about his good looks, and finally, on New Year’s Eve, by insisting that Gary dress in drag for a dance they were attending. In contrast to his readiness to relate much of what happened with Theresa, Gary gagged as he described, at the urging of the police, the wig, tiara, white satin gown and silver platform sandals George had provided for him.

As in his dealings with Theresa, Gary lacked any sense of having done something wrong or avoidable. He was bitter toward George for forcing him to have sex while admitting that no actual force was involved. He could not see any way in which he had exploited George. (His response at a later date, when he was being interviewed by a court-appointed psychiatrist who asked if he thought people would criticize the idea of taking money, food and lodging from someone you didn’t like, was, “But he was just a dumb ugly queer!”)

He seems to have lived always with the sense of fighting for his life with his back against the wall, a context in which otherwise insane acts seem quite reasonable. The supreme irony of his situation being provided by the fact that the police who searched his clothing after he was booked in New York found more than a hundred dollars in fives and tens tucked into the hem of his coat lining. He was startled when they asked him about the money.

He had saved it for his pregnant wife out of the pay he earned during his weeks on the road. He hadn’t wanted to mail the cash or risk going into a Southern post office for a money order. So he had hidden it in his coat lining with the intention of mailing it with his friend’s help when he got here.

When he arrived in New York he had six dollars in his jeans and never remembered the money in his coat until the cops found it on January 13th, not quite two weeks after the murder of Theresa Dunn.



THE

CONFESSION



. . . It was like he was doing me a favor taking me to this place. Because it wasn’t just for queers. It wasn’t a bad place. I don’t remember the name. There was some old movie on the TV, with no sound. George was talking to some guys he knows. I was just watching the TV. Thinking how I could get out of George’s place. I figure I’ll split New York altogether if I can’t get work.

She’s sitting on the last stool, you know, against the wall. I wouldn’t’ve even noticed her except she’s reading a book. In a bar. Not looking at the TV. Once in a while she talks to the bartender. They laugh, talk, whatever. I’m too wasted, I don’t care.

George says to me, “She’s got her eye on you, sweetheart.”

I say, “No shit.”

George says, “You can have her if you want her.”

“Oh, yeah?” I say. Just making conversation.

“She’s in here plenty,” he tells me. “She fucks anything in pants.”

I tell him she don’t particularly turn me on. Not that she’s all that bad-looking, but . . . blondes turn me on. For a few minutes there was this other chick there talking to her, a real sharp-looking blonde. The kind you don’t talk to so fast, you know she’ll just cut you.

“Not like some of those beauties last night,” George says. Meaning the queers at the dance. “They really turned you on, huh, Gary?”

I said to myself, Oh, shit, here we go again, he’s gonna tell me he don’t believe I got a pregnant wife. I had it up to here.

The bartender says something about her. I don’t know. It was like he was asked to introduce us. We all started talking. The only thing she said in the bar bugged me, was, she started on my accent. “Where’d you-all get that accent?” Where the fuck did she think I got my accent? I got it from my mama and the rest of them. All week long I was getting that same crap from George’s friends.

Anyhow, we’re talking and after a while she pretends like she can’t hear something I’m saying and she moves over next to me. Tells me she’s a teacher. Boy, some of the people they got teaching kids, I’m keeping mine out of school. Especially if it’s a girl. Anyhow, then she starts yawning, says she’s tired. Do I feel like having a drink up at her place?

I figure what the hell, I was pretty wasted, like I said, and she didn’t turn me on, but she wasn’t all that bad and it’s a flop for the night. I’ll go home with this crazy chick, get some, you know. Get away from George.

So we go up to her place. One room plus the kitchen and bathroom. She makes a couple of drinks.

“How come you was reading in the bar?” I asked her.

“Why shouldn’t I?” she says. “I like to read and I like to sit in bars.” I don’t say nothing. “I don’t like four walls,” she says. “I’d go nuts if I had to stay in my apartment.”

That I can dig. “You should try jail,” I tell her. “You’d really go for that.”

“You been in jail?” she asks. Not scared, almost the opposite. Like it turned her on. She was a fucked-up chick. She asks what’d they get me for and I tell her petty larceny, assault, possession, robbery one, and she smiles. George used to do that, groove on my fuckin’ record. It really bugged me. Where I come from no one thinks it’s cute to have a record. Marilyn almost didn’t marry me when she found out I had a record.

I just sat there, drinking. Looking at this broad. Thinking if I even feel like balling her. Wishing I was home. Of all the warrants that’s the one . . . the one that keeps me outa Florida. That one I could’ve gotten out of with a good lawyer. The guys that got me into that one . . . I didn’t even know what we were doing to the last minute. I practically went along for the ride.

“Who’d you assault?” she asks me.

“A cop,” I tell her. “I was just trying to get away.”

“I once hit a cop,” she says. “In Washington. I was in a demonstration.”

“You get busted?” I ask. I figure that’s what she wants me to ask.

“We all got taken in but they didn’t book all of us,” she says.

“How come?”

She shrugged.

“Did you have the limp then?” I ask. I figure maybe that’s why they didn’t book her, she’s got something, this funny walk, like a short leg or something.

“No,” she says. “I have an ingrown toenail.”

I don’t say nothing. I’m thinking maybe George won’t even go back to his place. I could go back there and get away from this crazy broad and maybe even get a night’s sleep. I don’t sleep since I been in Nam. Maybe two, three hours, the most. . . . I’ll tell you something weird. The times I got into trouble it was never doing something I wanted to do. Always I was just sitting there and someone asks me do I wanna go along. (His voice begins to sound excited.) I swear to Christ, that’s the truth, I didn’t even wanna . . . (after a long pause) . . . Then she says to me, “You queer like your friend?”

“No, cunt,” I say. “I’m not queer like my friend.”

God is my witness, I never talked that way to a woman in my life. She just . . . anyhow, she sort of yawns. Stretches out. And she says, “I think you are. I think maybe if I feel like getting laid tonight I oughta go back downstairs and find someone straight.”

Naturally that pisses me off. All I need is for this miserable cunt to go back down there and tell everyone I’m a queer. As soon as I get pissed off . . . I get a little turned on, right? So I say to her, “You’re not going nowhere.”

“Mmmm,” she says. “Maybe you’re right.” She starts to get undressed. “Maybe you’re right. I’m tired. I’m going to sleep.” Getting undressed like I wasn’t there. Then she says to me I should slam the door on my way out, so naturally the next thing you know I’m balling her, right? (A long silence.) We went a good long time, I don’t know, or, fuck . . . what’s the . . . yeah . . . so then we’re finished and I’m feeling okay. You know, relaxed. The only thing in my head is now maybe I can get some sleep. Now I don’t have to hear any more of that queer shit. And I close my eyes and . . . (His voice trembles and he has difficulty continuing. After a while another voice prods him gently. With great effort he forces himself to start talking again, although his voice cracks.) And then . . . then . . . I’m half asleep and this voice says, “You can go now.”

At first it didn’t even hit me. The words. I didn’t know what she was talking about. I’m out of it, y’know? Then she starts tapping my arm. I don’t say nothing. Then she says, “Hey, don’t fall asleep.”

I’m beginning to think there’s something wrong, but still it don’t really hit me. I say something. I don’t know, like, Why shouldn’t I—I don’t know. I figure maybe I’m taking too much space on the bed, I never think . . . (Voice trembles again.) Then she says, cool as anything, “Because you ain’t sleeping here.”

That really jolted me. It was like . . . like . . . all of a sudden I’m wide awake and spinning. My head. The rest of me is . . . I’m paralyzed. I’m so tired I can’t move. I remember this picture went through my head of my buddy Ralph who got it in the spine in Nam, and I caught his face when they was lifting him up onto the stretcher to the copter, and his face, you know, he can’t move anything, he knows, and his face . . . but he can’t move. . . .

“Why?” I ask her.

“Because I don’t want you to.”

“Why don’t you want me to?” I’m stalling. I mean I can’t do it. I don’t give a fuck why. My head is . . . the blood’s pounding in my head.

“ ’Cause I hardly know you,” she says. (His laugh crosses with a sob. Then there is another long pause.)

“I just fucked you pretty good, didn’t I?”

“Okay,” she says. “Just okay.”

That really . . . anyhow . . . I say to her, “Fuck you, I ain’t going nowhere.”

That blows her mind. “What’re you talking about?” she screams at me. “Where the fuck do you think you are?”

She sounds scared, y’know? I remember I thought that was funny. Like, what was she scared of? I was the one getting kicked out.

“I’m right here, cunt,” I say to her. “And I’m staying until I get some sleep.” I don’t know what the hell I said it for. I was wide awake by this time. I shoulda just . . . but the idea of this lousy broad shoving me out (voice cracks again) . . . like I was a piece of shit. Shoveling me out like a piece of shit, that’s what she was doing.

Then she says, “If you’re not up in one minute I call the cops.” And she reaches for the phone near the bed like she’s gonna really do it and I grab the phone and pull it so hard the fucking thing comes right outa the wall, I had no idea, and I threw it across the room. Then I think I went out for a minute . . . no, I mean blank . . . I don’t remember . . . everything was red or something . . . and the next thing I know she’s half across the room and I’m going after her and she starts screaming and I gotta cover her mouth so the neighbors don’t hear. By this time all I want is out. For her to shut up so I can let her go and get the fuck outa there. I swear to you, that’s the truth, all I wanted was out and she wouldn’t let me out. If she would’ve just stopped struggling I woulda got outa there. But she wouldn’t stop. She was trying to bite my hand that’s over her mouth. (Long silence. The other voice asks a question.) Mmm . . . Yeah . . . that’s when I decide I better tie her up. Just tie her and gag her good enough to get outa there before she gets loose. I get her back to the bed so I can do it. (Long pause. When he resumes, his voice has gone completely dead. As though he’s reporting something seen at a distance and not of any particular interest.) I get her back with my arm around her face. I get her down. I don’t know how to tie her, to tie her first or gag her first. Gag her. I figure I can use the phone cord to tie her hands . . . and then . . . I don’t know what happened next. . . . (The other voice says something, and for the first time he sounds angry at the intervention.) What difference does it make? I killed her, I said I killed her, I don’t know, I . . . (subsiding) Yeah . . . I know, I know. All right.

When I first put the pillow down over her face it was just to shut her up. I tried one hand but she kept biting. I put the pillow over her . . . it was, like, her mouth. I mean, I thought in my mind I was covering her mouth. Then, I don’t know, we was both naked. I got turned on. (Other voice.) Yeah. That’s what I mean . . . mmmm . . . So I (voice) No. I tried but while I’m trying to . . . get in . . . (he chokes on the words) . . . all of a sudden she makes a big kind of . . . I don’t know, I’m not thinkin’ about the pillow and she gets it off and starts screaming and I’m scared shitless because of the neighbors and before I know it I pulled the lamp off the table and smashed it down on her head. It was like I wasn’t thinking. I swear to God. It was like someone else was doing it. I remember I’m looking down at her just before I bring it down and I’m looking at her face . . . she’s so scared . . . but it’s like I had nothing to do with it. It’s like I’m a million miles away. Then, when I saw the blood . . . I saw she was out . . . I got scared more. The phone was ringing, maybe it was the doorbell, I don’t know, something was ringing and it didn’t stop. I got crazy. I was afraid to leave. I started, I don’t know, running around the place, then I wanted to . . . (breaks) . . . make sure. . . . I knew how bad it was and I . . . I better make sure. I got out my knife and I stabbed her. (He is crying as he talks.) I stabbed her all over. I don’t know why I stabbed her. I stabbed her in the . . . all over. I don’t know why, I don’t know if I knew she was dead. There was no life in her. I think I went to sleep.

(Here there is a lengthy silence. The other voice says something.) When I woke up . . . (He breaks off, again a silence and then the other voice.) I still don’t see what difference it . . . all right, all right. (But now there is a huge effort involved in his speaking, and his voice breaks frequently.) I was freezing. When I woke up I was freezing . . . I was . . . (voice) . . . I was in her . . . I was coming . . . I don’t know how . . . (voice) . . . Yeah. I knew. I was crying . . . I was . . . I think I was trying to warm her up. It was weird ’cause it was like . . . she was my friend. Then I, it hit me what a spot I was in. I had to get out fast. I got dressed and I went downstairs. The doorman wasn’t there. I walked. I had a couple of bucks George gave me but I was scared to get on a bus or anything where there was people. I figured something might show. So I walked but it was rough because my leg was killing me. I don’t know, I must’ve strained something. I couldn’t walk straight. I was limping. I still am. I don’t know what she did to me. When I got to George’s he let me in. There was no one else there. I told him. He gave me all the money he had in the house. He said if they tracked him down he’d tell them I was just some guy he met that day.

I don’t know how I ended up in Cleveland. I meant to go to Miami.



THERESA



They didn’t look at her for almost two years and then it was too late. Besides, once they understood what had happened there was nothing but guilt in their eyes so that when she saw them looking at her she had to turn away in shame and confusion. If it hadn’t been for her brother’s death they might have realized sooner that she needed help. She was willing to forgive them but they couldn’t forgive themselves.

When she was four her limbs had been briefly paralyzed by polio. She remembered none of it. Not the hospital, not the sisters who took care of her, not the respirator she’d needed to breathe. The illness was said to have altered her personality, and maybe that was why she couldn’t remember; she’d become another person. A quiet, withdrawn little girl with kinky red hair and pale green eyes and pale, pale skin beneath her freckles. Not the same child as the little girl who’d babbled incessantly in a near-language for months before she could slow herself down enough to attempt English. And let the water run over the rim of the tub into the hallway because she wanted to “make a ocean.” And showed up in the living room one night naked and covered with flour, saying, “I’m a cookie, eat me.”

She began school two months late catching up quickly with the other children. She was one of the first to learn to read and preferred reading and solitary make-believe to playing with others. (Later, her first vivid memory, aside from one bright flash of being at the beach when she was little, would be of telling the priest at her first confession how she read with her father’s flashlight under the covers when she was supposed to be asleep. She could see herself at confession long after she’d lost the image of herself reading.)

She grew overweight from inactivity so that her parents began urging her to go out and play with the other children (she was the only one who was urged; the others got orders) but she didn’t like the games they played, although she couldn’t tell this to her parents. Hide-and-seek frightened her—the part where you were It and everyone else went away. Games that demanded that you move fast were difficult too, because of her weight and because she got out of breath very easily. When that happened she got upset and then angry and had to run into the house before anyone could call her a bad sport.

Brigid, who was only a year younger than Theresa, was exactly the opposite. Restless, athletic, totally uninterested in reading any more than she had to to escape punishment by the sisters, she spent almost as much time out of the house in the winter as she did when it was warm. She got along with everyone. There wasn’t a child in the neighborhood who wasn’t her friend or an adult who didn’t consider himself some sort of godparent of Brigid, who from the time of Theresa’s first illness, when she herself was three, seemed always ready to leave home and find herself a healthier family.

Theresa didn’t like Brigid too much, not because of any one thing Brigid did but because she felt reproached in some way by Brigid’s existence. Her parents never asked her why she wasn’t like Brigid but the question somehow hovered in the air every time Brigid hit another home run or was invited someplace. Not that Theresa minded her sister’s popularity; if anything she minded those rare periods when Brigid spent a lot of time at home.

Thomas and Katherine were something else. They were like a second set of parents to her and she adored them both, particularly Thomas, who never bossed her around. Thomas had been eleven and Katherine six when Theresa was born. (The Missus’ Second Thoughts, Mr. Dunn had once called Brigid and Theresa, and their mother had gotten very angry. Later, when the company was gone, she’d accused him of making it sound as though it happened that way on purpose. And then her father had said, “Indeed,” which no one understood except maybe their mother, who was the only one supposed to hear it, anyway.)

Thomas was her mother’s favorite of them all and his death in a training-camp gun accident when he was eighteen dealt her the most staggering blow of her life. She turned gray almost overnight, a woman thirty-seven years old. She lost her famous temper but she lost her liveliness, too. At first she cried all the time. Then she stopped crying and there was a period when she just sat on a hard chair in the living room, staring at the rug. Which had no pattern.

Her father grieved too but couldn’t match the length or depth of her mother’s mourning and became for a while like a ghost around the house. Hovering gray in the black shadow of her mother’s grief.

Katherine doing the ironing and watching TV.

Her mother sitting looking at the rug.

Theresa on the floor in one corner of the room, curled up with Nancy Drew, looking up occasionally to catch the thread of the movie on the TV.

Brigid out somewhere in the neighborhood.

Her father comes in from work.

Katherine puts down the iron and runs to kiss him. He hugs Katherine, fondles her long silky auburn hair. Her hair which is the way red hair is supposed to be when it doesn’t go wrong, like Theresa’s, and become fly-away kinky and orange. In this period Katherine is the only one who dares demand affection from their father. And she gets it. She’s his favorite, anyway. She knows it and Theresa knows it. If Brigid knows it she doesn’t care. Katherine goes back to her ironing. For a moment her father just stands there, uncertain whether he must come further into the room. Penetrate the shroud of its atmosphere.

“Look at her,” Mrs. Dunn says. “Reading. Do you remember the way Thomas read to her all the time when she was sick?”

Thomas spent more time in the hospital with her than anyone except her mother. Thomas read to her for hours at a time, holding up the books for her to see the pictures. Thomas brought her flowers from the lot on the corner. Thomas was a saint. Thomas had thought he might be a priest when he got out of the army but didn’t mention this to the recruiting officer. Theresa had loved Thomas very much but when her mother recited the Thomas litany Theresa wished that he had never lived so that this could never have happened.

After the first year her father began keeping longer hours at work. Or wherever. Sometimes she heard her mother accuse him of being delayed by drink, not work. The accusations were dull and toneless, not as they’d been in the days before Thomas’s death. If they were made in Katherine’s presence Katherine would take her father’s side or try to mediate between them.

Sometimes Theresa’s back hurt, particularly if she tried to sit straight and still for a long time. It wasn’t the kind of thing you bothered your parents with, even in normal times. It wasn’t bad enough. Besides, it might be something you were doing that was causing you the pain, and then to tell them would just bring anger and recriminations down on your head. At home she lay curled on her side whenever she could to accommodate the discomfort, but in class Sister Vera was always telling her to sit up straight. She began sitting on one foot or wedging a book under her left buttock so that she would appear to be straight. Then one day she forgot to remove the book when Sister Vera came around checking homework, and Sister Vera saw it and sent her to the office. There, so frightened that she had to cross her legs for fear of wetting her pants, she haltingly explained to the Mother Superior, who, unlike Sister Vera, had known her since she began school, that she couldn’t actually sit the way Sister Vera wanted her to without doing that thing with the book.

Her spine had curved.

Years earlier the polio had weakened the muscles on the left side of her back more than those on the right so that they exerted less pull on the spine. Slowly since then the stronger muscles had pulled the lower part of her spine out of shape. The gray-haired specialist shook his head. If only they’d caught it earlier. Any time during the first year or two a plaster cast might have done the job but now . . .

There were innumerable examinations and tests before she could enter the hospital for surgery. The first so bad that after that it almost didn’t matter—she felt little. Or she felt a great deal but dimly, as though it were happening to someone else. The doctor asking her in front of her father if she got her period yet. The doctor asking her father if anyone in the family had ever had a hunched back. (It was the only time her father got angry.) The doctor making her bend forward and try to touch the floor while he sat in back of her and put his hands on her waist and all over her, squeezing and poking and feeling. For years she had drifted into fantasy as she lay in bed at night or sat quietly looking at a book without reading it. Now her fantasies began to serve a more urgent purpose. It was much more bearable to be a princess getting tortured in a dungeon than a crooked little girl being tortured by doctors; after all, if you were a princess being tortured by bad guys, the good guys might rescue you at any moment.

She was in the hospital for a year, her torso encased in a plaster cast both before and after the operation, which was in the third month. She never cried until the day they told her she was going home.

Brigid was too young to be allowed in the hospital so they hadn’t seen each other for a year. That didn’t matter; they’d been strangers before and they were strangers now.

“Hi,” Brigid said, “it’s nice you’re home,” and went off to play baseball. People were beginning to tease her about being a tomboy, now that she was eleven years old and still wrapped up in sports.

Katherine, in the early months, had been to the hospital a great deal. Then something happened which at first no one would tell Theresa about. After a few weeks they told her Katherine was upset because she’d broken off her engagement with Young John. Young John, so called because he had the same name as her father, with whom he worked at the firehouse, had become very close to her father in the year following Thomas’s death. He’d spent a lot of time at their house and it had eventually become apparent to everyone that he was madly in love with Katherine. Katherine had finally agreed that she would marry him when she graduated from high school and now she’d changed her mind. At first that was all her mother would say.

Not that Theresa cared all that much. The truth was that although Katherine was very nice to her most of the time, it was still sort of a relief not to have her around. There was something about Katherine that filled up a whole room. Not just that she was beautiful and everyone kept talking about how beautiful she was, it was the way Katherine was. She always sort of expected you to be looking at her and admiring her like all those dumb teenage boys who hung around the house and wanted to take her to the movies. Like her father. Theresa didn’t mind so much when it was going on, she’d gotten used to it, but there had been a feeling of not being in a hurry to get back to it, either.

Except it turned out that Katherine wasn’t living at home, after all. It turned out that the way Katherine had broken her engagement to Young John was by running away with and marrying a cousin of Young John’s whom she met at a wedding she’d gone to with Young John. Katherine’s husband, Ronald, was a stockbroker, one of those terribly handsome superclean young businessmen who seemed almost as eager to please the rest of the family as to please his beautiful wife. Katherine seemed to run to the other end of the room whenever he came near her, but Theresa thought that might be her imagination.

Six months later her mother told Theresa that Katherine was getting an annulment, which was not like a divorce. It meant the marriage had never existed. Theresa asked how that could be and her mother just said that it was the law. Meanwhile Katherine had gone to live with their Brooklyn cousins and was finishing high school there. Her mother said Katherine realized what a terrible mistake it had been to drop out of high school and she hoped Theresa would never do the same thing. Theresa said that she didn’t mean to, that, as a matter of fact, she was going to go to college and be a teacher. She’d become very fond of the young sister who’d come three times a week the whole year she was in the hospital and left her homework so she could keep up with her class. One of the essays she’d written had been about her determination to be like Sister Rosalie when she grew up, and Sister Rosalie had laughed and given her a kiss. Now her mother laughed because finishing high school was one thing and going to college another.

Katherine finished high school and moved to Manhattan, where she lived with two other girls and was training to become a stewardess.

Her mother and the doctor worried about Theresa’s weight; she was supposed to weigh fifteen pounds less than she did. She loved the diet the doctor put her on because it provided her with such a wealth of material for those times when her mother finally badgered her into going to confession.

Bless me Father for I have sinned. It is four weeks since my last confession. I went off my diet for three weeks; I ate seven chocolate bars and drank Cokes. I yelled at my mother and I cursed twice.

What difference did her weight make anyway? It was true that clothes were a problem, or would have been if she hadn’t worn a uniform to high school every day. Or if she’d cared. But she didn’t care. What difference did it make? What difference did it make if her red hair, pulled tightly into a rubber band before she left for school, was out of the band and flying all over by the end of the day? What difference did it make if the general effect was of sloppiness or, at best, of disorder controlled at great cost? In her fantasies she was beautiful, more perfect than Katherine, and in real life there was no Prince Charming who, if she lost fifteen pounds and turned beautiful, would swoop down and carry her off to his kingdom. Her best friend, Gail, was very small and skinny. People called them Mutt and Jeff and they both sort of got a kick out of that, the idea of making up a set that way. Gail didn’t care if she lost weight or not; Gail liked her the way she was. When she thought about graduating from high school and going off to college, the only thing that bothered her was that Gail wouldn’t be going with her. She tried to talk Gail into it but Gail just laughed, and it was true that she wasn’t nearly as good in school as Theresa was.

The worst times were when Katherine came home to visit once a month, and an hour later the house was magically full of her discarded boyfriends, and the phone was ringing all the time, if not for Katherine, then for Brigid. Brigid stared at Katherine over the dinner table as though she were a movie star. Their mother said little but fairly reeked of contentment at having Katherine home. And their father, usually so silent (except in the stillness of his bedroom at night, when occasionally Theresa, passing the door on her way to the bathroom, would hear his low voice in a steady outpour of words), her father, discussing Katherine’s travels with her as though it were what she’d left home to do. Asking about the various cities as though he’d never expressed the opinion that people were best off taking the railroad if they really had to travel. Telling Katherine with a smile that yes, maybe he would take advantage of Eastern’s reduced fares for the families of their employees. Maybe he’d go to Washington, if John Kennedy were to get in next year. Or California. A couple of the men at the firehouse had been to California and said it was worth the trip. Especially Disneyland. They weren’t to laugh, he said, his friends told him it was just as good for grownups as for kids.

“For your thirtieth anniversary, Daddy,” Katherine said, “I’m going to give you and Mom a trip to California.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, now, Katherine,” her father said. But he was obviously pleased that she wanted to do it.

Theresa went up to her room. A few minutes later there was a knock at the door and Katherine came in.

“Tessie,” Katherine said, “is anything wrong?”

Katherine didn’t know that she hated Tessie now, that she wanted to be called Terry. Tessie had been her name when she was a tiny child with reddish-blond curls.

“No.”

“You sure? Lately when I come home you hardly ever talk to me.”

“Everyone else talks plenty,” Theresa pointed out.

“You are mad at me.”

Theresa was astounded to realize that Katherine was close to tears. In all the years that she could remember she’d never seen her sister cry. What was she supposed to say now? Maybe it wasn’t Katherine’s fault that she was a movie star and this house was her fan club.

“I’m not mad at you,” she said. “I just—sometimes I get—everything is so easy for you!”

Katherine stared at her. “Tessie, what are you talking about? Please sit up and talk to me.”

Reluctantly she sat up.

“What’s easy for me?”

“Everything! You run off and get married and then you change your mind and all of a sudden—poof! you’re not married any more. Then you decide to be a stewardess, flying around, and just like that you’re a stewardess, having a ball, not even caring what’s going on here or if anyone misses you—” It was pouring out now, but what was she talking about? She never missed Katherine.

“But it’s just the opposite,” Katherine cried out. “This is the only place I really care about!”

“And then once in a while you just breeze in,” Theresa went on, ignoring her, “as if—” As if what? As if she owned the place. As if no one else mattered at all. “As if nothing that happens here matters.”

“Yes it does.”

“No, it doesn’t, and I know it really doesn’t, I just . . .” Frustrated she lapsed into silence.

Katherine said, “I’ve been miserable since the day I left here.”

Theresa stared at her.

“My marriage was miserable. A nightmare. The annulment was ghastly, worse than you can imagine. I had to sit there and lie and lie and know that no one believed me. The truth of what it was like was worse than anything I said, but that wouldn’t have got me an annulment. So I had to say I was married for a year and the marriage was, you know, never consummated. I had to pretend to be, you know . . .”

Theresa nodded. A little of her anger had vanished at Katherine’s admission.

“A virgin. I’m almost seventeen, for God’s sake, you can—”

Katherine smiled. “That’s true. I guess I always think of you as younger. Sometimes I’ve wanted to talk to you so much, Tessie. You don’t know. There’s no one I can really talk to.”

“What about the girls you live with?”

“I don’t live with girls,” Katherine said after a moment. “I live with a man. Two men. One in New York and one in Los Angeles. Or I did until a couple of weeks ago.”

“What happened?”

“I got pregnant.”

“Mother of God,” murmured Theresa, who immediately grasped the situation. “You don’t know which one is the father!”

Katherine burst into tears.

“There’s no use crying,” Theresa said. She liked this new suffering Katherine a little better but was also less comfortable with her.

“I can’t help it.” Katherine was sobbing uncontrollably now. “I didn’t cry the whole time. I had an abortion and I didn’t cry!”

“You had an abortion?” Theresa whispered. She’d never even heard the word abortion said out loud.

Katherine nodded, looking at Theresa as though she expected to be yelled at.

“Did it hurt?”

Katherine shook her head. “But I’ve been miserable ever since I came back. From Puerto Rico, that’s where I had it, it was like a vacation. It’s almost like—it’s not supposed to be that easy. It’s too big a sin to get off that lightly.”

Theresa nodded.

“You understand that, don’t you?” Katherine said. She was calm again. “You’re the only one. When I came back I was so depressed, I tried explaining to . . . everyone thought I was carrying on over nothing. All the girls I knew had had abortions. I didn’t think I could— Oh, Tessie, tell me the truth! Do you think I’m really a bad person?”

Theresa smiled uncomfortably, shaking her head. The fact was she thought Katherine might really way down be a very bad person, but she didn’t know exactly why except it had nothing to do with abortions.

Katherine sighed. “I used to feel you thought I was such an evil person. No, what it really was, I knew I did things that were wrong, or I thought were wrong in those days. You know, anything to do with boys, and so on. And I knew Mother and Daddy didn’t see me that way. But I always felt as if you knew better, you were the only one who knew how bad I really was.”

This was fascinating to Theresa, that Katherine should have the same view of Katherine that she herself had of Katherine. It made her sister a little more interesting than she’d ever seemed before. She smiled at Katherine with something resembling friendliness.

“I wanted you to like me,” Katherine said. “I know that sounds silly, considering you were so much younger than me, but I always had a thing . . . from the time you were little and you came home from the hospital.”

Theresa was startled. They had never talked of that time.

“I wasn’t allowed in the hospital,” Katherine said, “because I was only ten. I was very scared, even though they promised me you’d be okay if we all prayed. I went to church every day to pray for you. Before—you know, I didn’t think about you that much before. I mean, you were so much younger, it was almost like two separate families. I was more like a mother to you than a sister.”

Theresa had heard that said of Katherine before and she’d always resented it, though she was never sure why.

“I was terrified when you got sick. I knew people could die from polio. I remember when I prayed I kept telling God to save you because I didn’t even know you yet. I didn’t sleep before they brought you home. I mean at all. I was very happy but I was scared to death—I think maybe that you’d look different. Be a different person. Maybe that sounds silly, too, but the fact is . . . you were. You really were.”

Theresa saw the tears return to her sister’s eyes before she felt them in her own.

“Not just that you were thinner . . . you were so skinny . . . poor baby . . . it was more than that. Your face. You looked a hundred years old. So old and wise. I remember thinking, Holy Mother, I only asked you to keep her alive, not to make her old!” Katherine burst into tears for the second time that night. Theresa wanted to tell her to stop but she was too choked up, and besides, she wasn’t sure which she wanted Katherine to stop—talking or crying. “I’ll never forget it,” Katherine said, sobbing. “You looked as though you’d died and come back, Tessie, that’s the truth!”

And finally Theresa could hold it in no longer. She sat, her back against the headboard, not moving, crying silently. Katherine leaned over, resting her head in Theresa’s lap, sobbing loudly.

“From then on I always had the feeling,” Katherine said after a long time, her voice muffled, “that whatever I said, you knew the real truth. But I wasn’t scared. I knew you wouldn’t tell. I always felt there was this good thing between us, even if we hardly ever talked to each other.”

Theresa stroked Katherine’s hair. She was feeling a mixture of emotions so strong that she was trembling—a nearly overwhelming love for her sister, a desire to hold her, soothe her, at the same time as she felt guilty over her dislike and mistrust of Katherine. But then beyond those feelings was the fact that she hadn’t really lost that mistrust. Of her sister. Of this situation. What was Katherine trying to do to her, anyway? It was like someone you knew was an escaped murderer or something showed up at your door and got you to feel all sympathetic and concerned for them to escape. Except Katherine hadn’t really done anything like that. Or had she? She kept reminding herself she didn’t trust her sister while remembering the feeling of the sobs that had racked Katherine’s body.

“Stop,” she said.

Katherine looked up. “What?”

“Nothing,” Theresa said. “I don’t know. I have a headache.”

“Do you want some aspirin?” Katherine’s mascara had streaked all over her face.

“No.”

“I want a cigarette. Do you ever smoke, Theresa?”

“Once in a while.” Now why did she have to tell a lie like that? Actually, she’d meant to try it.

“I’ll go down and get them. I’ll be right back.” But she hesitated, as though afraid to break the bond of feeling between them by leaving the room.

“You better wash your face,” Theresa said. “It’s all streaked.”

Two months later Katherine married a forty-year-old divorced Jewish lawyer from Boston named Brooks Hendell. Her parents were tight-lipped and upset but felt much better when they’d met Brooks, who was rich, handsome and likable and who when you looked at him, as Mrs. Dunn pointed out more than once, could easily have been a northern Italian. Theresa adored him, as did Brigid.

Brigid was going steady with a wiry, freckle-faced Irish punk named Patrick Kelly of whom her father remarked, upon being told he was Brigid’s steady, that with Patrick in their house and the Kennedys in Washington, the Irish were finally in their ascendancy. Theresa thought Patrick was a moron but Brigid devoted to going steady with him, to baking Toll House cookies and knitting a sweater for him, that single-minded energy and consuming love which she’d once had for baseball and other games.

It was Katherine who persuaded them to let her go to City College. The men in the firehouse were telling her father he’d be crazy to let his daughter take a subway into Harlem but Katherine pointed out that thousands of white kids went to City College every day without getting raped or murdered. Katherine said they should be glad to have a daughter smart enough to get into college, and ambitious enough to want to be a teacher. She herself, she said, often wished she had the gumption to go back to school and get a degree. As a matter of fact, she was seriously considering it—and Brooks loved the idea.

On the night before she was to begin college Theresa took a bath, went back to her room, locked the door, took off her robe, and looked at herself in the mirror. In this light her skin was fair but not deadly; her breasts were round and full; her ten or fifteen pounds of extra weight were concentrated on her hips and thighs and looked quite all right without clothes straining to cover them. When she was naked she generally found her body rather beautiful, although she could never in a million years have admitted this to anyone. In clothes, in front of other people, she felt ashamed of her weight, her sloppiness, always something, but it was more because of what she felt they saw when they looked at her.

Now she took from the wall a small oval mirror and walked with it to the full-length mirror on her closet door. With her back to the large mirror she held the small one so that she could see her naked back. A shiny, pale-pink seam ran down the lower part of her spine; near the top curve of her left buttock, the crescent scar where they’d taken the bone for the spinal fusion matched the large seam in color. She shivered. In the six years since the operation she had never looked at her naked back. She returned the small mirror to its place.

It seemed to her that if you didn’t know about her back, if you only saw her naked from the front, you would think she was perfectly all right. The curve of her hip to right was so minute as to be invisible; certainly no one else ever noticed it. She’d never thought about the scar since it had finished healing and the itching had stopped, but now she remembered how for a long time she’d had a sense of it not as a seam in her skin but as a basic part of her. As though the scar itself were her spine, the thing that held her together. During that period she’d sometimes dreamed that she was lying on the ground . . . or, rather, the spine, the scar was lying on the ground and the rest of her was floating off into the air like chiffon veils. But every time the veils were about to float away entirely into the sky to be free, the scar would pull them back to the ground. This night she dreamed a similar dream, except that it was happening in front of the stone building where she’d gone to register for her first courses at City College, and there was a statue looking at her, and people passing by started staring at her because they saw the statue staring. They didn’t understand that it was a person they were looking at. It began to rain so heavily that people screamed and ran for shelter.

She woke up.

Professor Martin Engle was tall and reed-thin, with curly gray-black hair, a gently sarcastic manner, and beautiful sad eyes, which you didn’t really notice until he took off his glasses and ran a hand wearily across his face. He was a poet and had had a volume of poetry privately published, as she found out later from two girls in the class, Carol and Rhoda, who were also in love with him.

What will you do, God, when I die?

When I, your pitcher, broken lie:

When I, your drink, go stale or dry?

I am your garb, the trade you ply,

You lose your meaning, losing me. . . .

He asked if anyone in the class hoped to be a writer. Both Carol and Rhoda raised their hands. Professor Engle said there was no reason for anyone to bother to write who didn’t hope to create lines that were perfect, like these. Few would ever succeed, but those not ready to try should give up before they began. Carol and Rhoda looked solemn.

“Having said this,” Professor Engle went on in his rather mournful manner, “I will tell you that it is my aim in this class to teach those of you who are wise enough to know you are untalented—” he paused “—but who say to me, in effect: ‘Professor Engle, I know I’m no writer and never shall be, but I come to you from the public high schools of New York City, illiterate. Teach me to write a simple declarative sentence without risking humiliation . . .’ to teach those of you wise enough to know this is what you require to do exactly that. Are there any questions?”
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