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I

THE INVALID INVALIDS


A Rorschach of teardrops stained the lap of my dress. Weary of my sob story, I peered out the window of the bruised station wagon in which I was riding. If there had been a town, I’d missed it. A dusty, sun-seared landscape appeared before me wherein grimy beer cans, french-fry wrappers, crumpled paper cups and straws had been impaled on the spines of innumerable saguaro cacti. From the fleeting vehicle, it seemed to me, I was looking at a petrified forest of shish kebabs.

My parents, Charmian and Maurice Leigh, who considered cactus so hideous they wanted the entire phylum banned from Beverly Hills, were responsible for slapping me down in this alien collage.

“Think of yourself as a … conquistador,” Charmian had suggested on the way to the airport. “I’m speaking metaphorically, tu comprends, about what you’ll discover at the boarding school to which you’re bound.”

“There’s no better antidote for your health than Arizona,” Maurice had chimed in. He had hypochondriacal tendencies, so I paid little heed to his statement.

“Did I ever tell you about Junior Laemmle going off to war?” my mother asked. She believed in neutralizing distress with a story.

“Many times,” I grumped, because I could have repeated this one word for word.

“Junior, the only son of Carl Laemmle, the founder of Universal Studios, was delivered to the train by limousine,” Charmian said. “While Junior’s mother sobbed and his father quivered, the chauffeur stowed fourteen Louis Vuitton trunks, not to mention the dozen wicker baskets puckering with the young man’s favorite viands, into a small, albeit first-class, compartment. Mr. and Mrs. Laemmle the First had furthermore arranged for the chauffeur, livery et al. to accompany Junior to the battlefield. They owned a studio, so why not?”

“Would you send someone with me? If I had to go to war?” I asked.

“Women don’t go to war. They stay home and … rivet.”

“But if they did? If women were soldiers?”

“Your father and I don’t have the wherewithal of a mogul. You’d have to go it alone,” Charmian said. “And possibly, if Junior had served in the military without assistance, he would have developed a backbone.”

“Please, please, don’t make me go,” I’d appealed to my parents one last time.

“A movie star’s daughter’s got no cause to cry,” the driver of the car informed me. At the Tucson airport, he’d introduced himself as Dirk Swiggert. His pronunciation belonged, as Charmian would have noted, strictly to horse operas. A Milquetoast dressed in emulation of the Marlboro Man, Dirk had to be the school’s jack-of-all-trades.

“I’m not a movie star’s daughter,” I felt compelled to let him know. “I’m really not.”

“The scuttlebutt says different.”

“What scuttlebutt?”

“What they’re sayin’ around school.”

“My mother had a show—The Charmian Leigh Radio Mystery Half Hour. When it went on television, it didn’t last long.”

“Never heard of it,” Dirk said. “She’s a movie star in these parts.”

“She’ll be glad to know.” I sighed. “But please remember, I personally have no connection to Hollywood.”

“Well then there now, better mop up them tears,” Dirk instructed me. “We’re a hop, skip, and a jump from the premises.”

Before us sat a squat, crumbling adobe wall that, since it spanned only six or seven feet, had the sole function of holding up a sign. RANCHO CAMBRIDGE WEST, it said. A bovine skull, pale as a ghost’s sheet, had been tacked beneath it—by a disgruntled student, I surmised.

Twenty feet beyond it, where Dirk parked on gravel, I viewed a small compound—definitely not an oasis—of five single-story buildings that had seemingly been dropped on random patches of crabgrass. A narrow, cracked cement path connected them. Crudely stuccoed in white with green tar-paper roofs, the bland, unimposing structures were meant, evidently, to billet an entire academy of learning.

“Go on now, hon, git out,” Dirk said as he leaned across me to open my door. “Jest walk on down that pathway past the classroom buildin’ on your left till you come to the first residence. That’ll be the girls’ dorm. I’ll bring your suitcase on over on my next round. Gotta git back to the airport before supper. Got another gal comin’ in all the way from the Eur-o-pe-an continent.”

I was fifteen years old, exiled from the only home I’d known, and starting a new school midsemester. Feeling sophomoric in all senses of the word, I didn’t want to be left alone, not even by a handyman. But being an obedient girl, I acquiesced.

Sans suitcase, I found my way to the dorm, opened the front door, and stepped into what I would soon learn was called the rec hall, appropriately spelled wreck by the Rancho Cambridge West pupils. The large room could easily have housed a Ping-Pong or pool table, but the earthen tile floor hosted nothing more than a frazzled vinyl couch. I studied the sparsely stained pinewood doors spaced at intervals around the halls’ spackled, putty-colored walls. Those doors led to the dorm rooms, I had no doubt, but all of them were closed.

Why hadn’t my parents sent me to the first-rate finishing school in Switzerland where I could have been reunited with my best friend? True, I hadn’t seen Daisy in five years, but the memory of her amused savoir faire always kept me company. Capricious, wily, and beautiful, Daisy never would have allowed an abrupt expulsion from home to dampen her spirits. She had internal fortitude.

At least I’d escaped Hollywood, I consoled myself. Here in Arizona I would fulfill the all-embracing desire that I’d nurtured for most of my fifteen years: to live with normal, amicable people from America’s heartland. And so, like a lone actress on the stage as the curtain rises, I crossed over to one of the doors and knocked.

“Oh hey, yoo-hoo,” a ponytailed girl yodeled at me as she flounced into the hall, nudged me out of her way, and closed the door behind her. I took several steps back as she ogled me from head to toe. “Fee, fi, no lie, it’s you, and wouldn’t you know, you’re wearing a costume right out of an old movie,” the curious person commented.

To create the illusion that I was off to somewhere “beau monde,” my mother had required me to wear a long-sleeve purple sheath designed for her by “Irene.” Shirred shearling trimmed the hem, collar, and cuffs. In its day—before Jackie Kennedy transformed fashion—Charmian had looked truly precious in it. I did not. The purse that made the outfit an ensemble, or so said Charmian, was fabricated from plucked ostrich skin. I felt blessed that my feet were smaller than Charmian’s or I would have been wearing a dead bird’s shoes, too.

“Hi, I’m Fleur Leigh,” I said, wondering if I should try to explain my apparel. “My name is hard to remember unless you know it means flower in French.”

“At RCW it means baloney,” the girl said, puffing out her cheeks and crossing her eyes.

“And what’s your name?” I asked, deciding to ignore her discourteous jibe.

“Oh, how now brown cow? Let’s get this straight: we know who you are, Blossom. And we’re not impressed. But me? I’m Reba Rand.”

The appellation surprised me. It sounded like a Hollywood creation, the kind a studio would pin on a ravishing actress born Gertrude Schneck. Alas, due to the circumference of her stomach, Reba had not one iota of a starlet’s appeal. “My, that’s a melodic name,” I said, attempting to pay her a compliment.

“Right, and there’s nothing wrong with me, either, that won’t be cured in exactly three more months,” Reba said. She rubbed her protruding stomach in case I didn’t catch on. “Say hello to Wozzums.”

Trying to disguise my shock, I complied with her request. “Hello, Wozzums,” I said. I didn’t know that a girl Reba’s age could be pregnant and still attend school. In the history of the Beverly Hills school district there had been only one pregnancy, so far as anyone I knew knew. As soon as the administration had received intelligence on her fecundity, the offending mother-to-be had been expelled.

“So, Blossom. Wanna meet the other girls?”

Maybe pregnancy impeded memory. “You’re on the right track,” I said gently, “as to my name.”

Reba cackled and motioned toward the door. “We talk soft in this room. The sickest ones’re all in here.”

“Sickest?”

“Oh, hey, what did you expect? Everybody knows that Arizona is the health capital of the world,” she said as though huckstering for the Tucson chamber of commerce. “Perfect climate for what ails you. This town is one big super-duper hospital, didn’t you know?”

My father had associated the state of Arizona with remedial medicine, I remembered. “You mean all the kids at this school are sick?” I asked.

“Right you are with Eversharp. So what’s wrong with you? Be honest now—no fakers allowed.” Reba fingered the doorknob. “No movie-star brat would be hustled to this boneyard if she wasn’t ready to kick the bucket.”

My teeth began dancing a flamenco in my mouth. My father had been sending me to doctors as often as most girls have their hair cut. Did my parents know something about me I didn’t?

“So, okay, keep your ailment to yourself. Who cares? Who gives a baby tooth? Anyway, everyone’s dying to meet you. Oops.” Reba clucked her tongue. “Guess I shouldn’t say die. Just be sure you don’t excite Sparky or her heart will go kapluie. I kid you not.” With that warning, Reba threw open the door.

 

Charmian could uproot a bedroom while dressing for a cocktail party, but even her discards looked orderly compared to what I encountered. The blinds were drawn against the late afternoon sun, but in the dim light I could see at least eight girls, two to each of the room’s four beds. Swathed as they were in hospital gowns, the patients were hardly distinguishable, and an armamentarium of medical equipment further obstructed my view. An IV appliance dripped liquid into some poor, prone girl’s arm. The ladder back of the one viable chair in the room had an enema bag jauntily woven through it. A wheelchair, canisters of oxygen, a traction contraption were in evidence. The bedpans outnumbered the beds.

I wondered now if the multitude of tablets and capsules Maurice foisted on me daily were harbingers of a fatal disease. My favorite nanny had departed from our house when I was an impressionable four-year-old. “C’est fait. I had to let her go,” Charmian had tsked at the time. “Miss Nora is chronically ill. Your father has witnessed her germs jitterbugging all over our plates and silverware. Really, she’s a regular Typhoid Mary.”

At the time I’d thought typhoid and typhoon were one and the same: the blowing of wind, sand, leaves, and noses.

“But I love Miss Nora,” I’d beseeched my mother.

“She probably infected you, but she’ll do it no more.”

Could it be that Miss Nora’s microbes were still vagabonding through my veins?

A vision of Cocteau, our purebred Saint Bernard, flickered through my optic nerves. When Cocteau had contracted mange, he, too, had been exiled, along with his disenfranchised hairs and scabs. His bed had been incinerated. Were my mattress, sheets, and four posters being trucked to the Department of Sanitation at this very moment? I considered the probability, then let out scream, a feeble one that I doubted could be heard above the susurrus of coughing, wheezing, and moaning.

“SHUSH.”

“SHUT UP.”

Reba clamped her hand over my mouth. “What did I tell you? YOU WANT TO GIVE SPARKY A HEART ATTACK?” she shouted as I struggled to extricate myself from her grasp.

“She’s new. She knows not what she does.” A rasping, unsteady voice coming from the bed nearest the window took up my defense. A face whose pallor approximated a paste of flour and water captured everyone’s attention.

My attendant abandoned me and rushed over to the papier-mâché girl, evidently the one called Sparky, a nickname doubtlessly attributable to her red hair. “DON’T GET EXCITED. YOU’VE GOT TO DO WHAT THE DOCTOR SAID.”

Directing a flaccid smile in my direction, Sparky fell back on her pillow.

“DON’T SMILE. DON’T GET EMOTIONAL,” other girls said.

“ARE YOU LISTENING TO THEM, SPARKY?” Reba added, her voice abrasively shrill. “If you aren’t, let me remind you, you’re gonna be a dead duck.”

“You can fuck your duck,” Sparky retorted.

Among the teenagers I knew, profanity was still taboo. Even my father reserved his basest ejaculations for the company of men. Aghast, I took Sparky’s foul language as another sign of Rancho Cambridge West’s inferiority. Echoing my confusion, a gangly girl in the corner piped up, “Eah, eah, what’s she saying? What’s going on?”

“That’s Deaf Dena.” Reba introduced a skinny yet bosomy girl. “Shout hello at her, will you, Blossom?”

“HELLO, DENA!” I cried, not bothering to correct Reba about my name.

“Eah?” Dena responded.

A girl named Melly—short for Melinda, I soon learned—struggled out from under her sheets. Atop her child’s body shone the sunny face of a cherub and a halo of Hershey-colored hair. Her mischievous smile won my instant affection. If only her hands and bare feet weren’t so grotesquely swollen and ulcerated.

“Melly, you know if you walk on them, your feet will fall off,” my guide through this hellish ward told her.

Melly let out a groan.

“Leprosy,” Reba enlightened me.

How can that be? I wanted to ask. But because I’d been taught by several nannies that courtesy and civility would see me through the grimmest of times, I automatically said, “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Gosh! Wow! You aren’t a snob!” Melly remarked, sounding genuinely surprised. Her warm, expressive voice carried with it a trace of a giggle.

A tall, broad-shouldered, manly girl wearing dark glasses and tapping a red-tipped white cane bumbled too close to Melly, knocking her onto her bed. The floor was so cluttered that the girl had to wave her cane a foot above ground level in order to advance. In the process she thwacked my shins.

“This is Lizzie,” Reba announced. “She’ll be your roomie, and she wants to get acquainted now.” Reba spoke louder than she had for Deaf Dena, as though all of Lizzie’s faculties were on the fritz. “Mind if she feels you?”

Before I could protest, Lizzie ran her sticky fingers over my eyes and nose and cheeks and mouth. She smelled of horse manure.

“Stop scrunching up your face,” Lizzie growled while I gazed into her blank stare. “You are scrunching it, aren’t you? If you’re not, you’re really homely.”

“How’s the great desert air of Tucson supposed to cure blindness?” I asked in retaliation.

“It’s not,” Lizzie answered. Her impenetrable glasses were aimed at my ear. “My parents booted me out. The tap-tap-tapping of my cane was driving them out of their gourds.”

I would have commiserated—after all, I’d been booted out, too—but just then someone began coughing. The deep, phlegm-filled hack might have emanated from a large, ailing dog. I’d been vaccinated for whooping cough, but had she?

“Is there a doctor on the premises? Is there a school nurse?” I asked, as much for myself as for the hacker.

“Forget it,” Sparky weakly advised me. “Still, I can’t stand the sound of Babs’s lungs turning inside out. It makes my heart skyrocket.”

“You mean your pulse, Sparky,” Miss Know-It-All Reba corrected her.

“Babs’ll be silenced in a jiffy,” a tall, stringy-haired girl volunteered. “Hot compresses coming up.”

“Who’s she? What’s wrong with her?” I asked Reba over the sound of discharging phlegm.

“Meet Tammy. She’s got allergies. They’re nothing.”

Not only were my teeth chattering in spite of the heat, I couldn’t stop shivering.

After Tammy slopped a hot, wet towel on Babs’s chest, she hurried to Sparky’s side. “What can we do you for?” she asked. She seemed unusually devoted.

“I need peace. I need a place to call my own,” Sparky answered plaintively.

“You mean heaven? Oh, Sparky, not yet!” Melly pleaded.

“Help me. Please. I need Dino,” Sparky whined.

A record player, its chunky spindle suitable only for 45-rpm records, was immediately hauled from under her bed and the needle placed in the desired groove. Dean Martin, a singer who had been the brunt of my friends’ jokes—Wolfman Jack never spun his discs—now served the noble purpose of drowning out Babs’s barking. But Martin’s singing may have caused—and most certainly didn’t prevent—an asthmatic girl to have an attack and an epileptic girl to have a fit. The latter writhed on the dorm-room floor.

If this was an act, why were they performing it for me? What had I done?

Melly, leprous feet and all, and Lizzie, holding her cane like a partner, began to dance clumsily. To the tune of “Volare (Nel Blu Dipinto Di Blu),” Sparky performed a levitation. She jacked herself up on her elbows and struggled to sit up. Slow as a sloth, she dislodged the blanket from her legs. Seeing their misaligned position, I could have sworn they were atrophied. Gradually Sparky inched her feet to the floor and rose to achieve a shaky balance.

A new record fell into place on the turntable, and Bobbie Vee’s “Take Good Care of My Baby” aptly began to play. While the other girls subdued the writhing epileptic, Sparky danced. In slow motion she wiggled her shoulders, ground her hips, and rubbered her legs à la Elvis.

Though skeptical, I felt afraid, so much so that yearned to be excused and exit this room, this school, this vortex of diseases, this new, loathsome life. “How can you stand this?” I demanded of Reba.

“That’s the way the cookie crumbles,” the smart aleck said.

Groaning and panting, Sparky danced on. “Really, you should get back in bed,” I pleaded with her.

“What for?”

“To give your heart a rest,” I said in earnest.

Sparky stared at me gravely. Her eyes held mine until, with a quick motion, she embedded her top teeth in her bottom lip and began to shake. Was this the onset of a heart attack? I reached over to her, hoping to guide her into bed, but my touch triggered a series of strangulated noises. First came hisses, a balloon expelling air, then a few muted chokes, but very quickly the sounds intensified and proliferated into a hearty roar. Sparky was in the throes of a laughing jag!

When Sparky laughed, I discovered, the world laughed with her. One by one, be they deaf, dumb, blind, gimpy, ulcerated, epileptic, asthmatic, or pregnant, they laughed. A cacophony not unlike the bellowing of sea lions packed the room. Had one of the canisters I’d spied contained laughing gas? Had it exploded? If it had, wouldn’t I be laughing, too?






II

A ONE-DISH SCHOOL


 

“You might as well sit at our table,” Melly generously suggested, pulling out a chair for me soon after I’d entered the mess hall. Only minutes before I’d watched this pixie of a girl peel away gauze soaked in calamine lotion and dotted with lumps of clay, the ulcers of her leprosy. All the while she’d chanted, “Out, damn spot. Out, out, out,” portraying the only Brooklyn-accented (or so I assumed) Lady Macbeth I would ever encounter. Though the other girls—after they’d removed their death-mask makeup and hospital gowns—favored jeans and short-sleeve blouses, Melly had slipped into black tights and a long-sleeve black shirt like a Beat poet’s moll.

Over the din in the dining room, I began to express my gratitude for Melly’s invitation, when Sparky, one of our tablemates, spoke up. “You mean the movie star’s daughter stoops to sit with us yokels?”

To countermand the sting of her sarcasm, I adopted Charmian’s modus operandi and focused on the premises. The mess hall evidently doubled as a library. Bookshelves, with cutouts for doors and a pass-through from the kitchen, lined three sides of the room. They seemed to constitute a convalescent home for books. Doddering encyclopedias, weathered atlases with eroded bindings, and mildewed volumes of the Hardy Boys series sprawled and sloped on the shelves. The fourth wall consisted entirely of glass, though it offered no panorama, only a reflection of the unworthy interior. The door, also glass, trembled tumultuously whenever anyone went in or out, adding insult to the injury of the overwhelming racket.

“Don’t mind Sparky. She likes to mouth off, but really, she’s harmless, aren’t you, Sparks?” Melly asked with facetious ferocity.

Sparky glowered. I would have sought alternate seating arrangements had not the other occupants of Melly’s table nabbed my curiosity. I remained in situ.

Charmian had assured me that my new school would be co-ed. “I would never coop you up with a bevy of brainless females,” she’d remarked. “Boys supply the … joy, the oom-pah-pah of life.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Melly said, indicating the two boys seated at either end of our table. “Meet Bri and Lionel.”

“An,” Bri muttered with annoyance. “Bri … an.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, disarmed by his buff physique and wavy nutmeg-colored hair. Even though his ears were sprinkled with what appeared to be frost but must have been an uncommon form of dandruff, I found his face oh-so-compelling.

“Makeup will conceal that minor defect,” Charmian might have remarked while flirtatiously lolling in the glow of Brian’s “ideal cinematic features.” Had she been positioned to do so, my mother would have cast him as a young lieutenant on a battleship captained by Gregory Peck. She would have given the boy one epic scene in which to flaunt his courage, talent, and muscles before torpedoes crushed his hull. Charmian wanted to direct.

Though I could mimic my mother with accuracy, didn’t have it in me that day to loll or flirt. Instead, politesse directed me toward Lionel. “Nice to meet you, too,” I said, not wanting to slight this less distinguished member of his gender.

But Lionel only gazed plaintively at Melly. He seemed to have been struck dumb.

“Don’t mind Lionel,” Melly said. “He’s in love with me, or so he says. You see how he shows it—he stares. I hate it. Really, Lionel, I do.”

“Lionel Laird Lawrence the Third,” he intoned without shifting his gaze from Melly. “How do you do?”

I’d never met anyone who looked anything like Lionel. His flapjack face repudiated the third dimension. On that flat surface, his small eyes pushed toward each other over a too thin nose. But his mouth was oversize, as though custom-built for someone of excessive verbiage, while his jumbo ears, antithetically, indicated an attentive listener.

“How did it go, my Mellykins?” Lionel asked. “Tell me about your afternoon of sick-lickal stardom.”

Melly offered Lionel a glance of great charity. “Lionel talks nonstop,” she complained. “The trick is, don’t let him get started.”

“I’m too much in love to talk now,” Lionel said, his scrawny chest heaving with emotion.

“Or eat?” Both boys and Sparky and Melly disregarded the plates that had been set before us.

Melly sighed. “It’s healthier not to.”

“You mean you know what’s in this … casserole? You’re allowed to go into the kitchen here?” At home that particular room—my favorite in our house—remained off limits to me. My parents feared their only progeny might someday discredit them by assuming a menial cooking job.

Aside from Dirk the handyman, I had not yet met an adult at Rancho Cambridge West. It therefore seemed ill-omened when two frigid, veiny hands pressed down on my shoulders with glacial force. In my peripheral vision I discerned a bony, graying woman.

In a hesitant, unstrung voice, the woman behind me inquired, “Are you the new …?”

“Meet Mrs. Prail, the headmaster’s wife,” Melly said. Then, whispering just loud enough to be heard above the clatter, she added, “You could say she’s also his albatross.”

Lionel stood up and, with a bow and a flourish of his wrist, presented me. “Mrs. Prail, allow me to introduce, um, Blossom.”

“Oh … Blossom. I should have known,” Mrs. Prail said. “It’s just that … two girls arrive today.”

“I’m the one called Fleur,” I said, trying to slither out from under her grasp.

“Well … is everything … all right?” she stammered.

“Fine and dandy,” Sparky responded.

“Actually, Mrs. Prail, the dinner looks delicious,” I said in all honesty, because the gooey gallimaufry certainly would not have been permitted on the No Whites Inside Diet my father had designed for me. “But I’m not very hungry tonight. What I’d like instead is a bowl of consommé.”

“Oh,” the woman responded in a very hurt voice. Her frosty fingers melted away from my frame. “That’s not what I meant. I wanted to know … if you’re feeling … at home. Are you going to be happy here?”

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“Well, well then … well,” the headmaster’s wife answered and meandered away.

“Did I commit a faux pas? Asking for consommé?” I asked my tablemates.

“Too bad, Miss Snobola. You better get it straight—this is strictly a one-dish school,” Sparky announced. “If they’re serving shit on a shingle or adobe melt, like tonight, that’s the meal. They aren’t about to pluck chicken just for you.”

“So it’s just like home,” I answered.

“Yeah, right,” Sparky said. “Every night poor little Blossom has to stuff down all her filet mignon and caviar before she can leave the dining room.”

“We never have caviar,” I snapped back. “My parents were children during the Depression.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sparky asked gruffly.

I would have patronizingly explained, just as it had been explained to me, the stock-market crash of 1929 and its myriad repercussions if I hadn’t noticed a figure, both familiar and foreign, standing outside the glass entrance door. She had paused to consider her reflection and smooth her hair. Cut short when I last saw her five years before, her hair now flowed like maple syrup down to her shoulders from either side of an off-center part.

So much had gone awry in the last several hours that it seemed plausible I was now only conjuring the fulfillment of a long-held wish. Yet some finer-tuned element in my brain sent me scurrying outside. A smile of jack-o’-lantern proportions must have illuminated my face as I hollered, “Daisy, Daisy, Daisy.”

She threw her arms around me. We squeezed and kissed until tears deluged our four eyes. “You better not cry. Crying makes you look like Rudolph the red-nosed reinqueer,” Daisy recited an old line of ours.

“And crying intensifies your beauty, I happen to remember.”

“It does heighten the color of my forest-green irises,” Daisy agreed. “I’ve been observing myself in the mirror for the last two weeks while I cried out my heart, liver, kidney, and spleen.”

“Why? What’s happened?” I asked, concerned.

“Right now I’m too exhausted to belt out my chanson of woe. I’ll sound off as soon as we’re alone. Meanwhile, did your mother forget to tell you not to call me Daisy?” My old friend had a European accent now and, despite her furtive manner, exuded self-possession. “This is of utmost importance, Fleur. No one must know my old name. I’m Twyla now. Twyla Flint. Three short syllables. Say it, please.”

“Twyla Flint,” I repeated.

“Good,” she said and relaxed a little. “So! Don’t you think Twyla is a gorgeous name? It has a classical ring. And Flint is the most resilient stone there is. I looked it up. I like the recurrence of T and L sounds, don’t you?” She spoke in the breathy strains of an artist at a gallery admiring her own best work. Her manner of speech, phrasing, diction, and vocabulary—the reward of a Swiss education, I assumed—affirmed her refinement, erudition, and adulthood.

“Just tell me how you happened to come here, Daisy,” I urged.

“Fleur, you must call me Twyla. No one must discover I’m LaGiana Belmont’s daughter.”

“Okay … Twyla, but please, what brought you to this gruesome place?”

“Is it gruesome? I hadn’t noticed in the dark. But how could it be? Your mother picked it out,” Twyla said.

“My mother? For both of us?”

Mrs. Prail suspended our reunion by stepping between us and scrutinizing Twyla. “Now I know … who’s who. You look just like your mother, the way she was in The Lady Is Lucky,” she told Twyla with an awestruck purr. “Why, it’s plain as … the nose on your face.”

An odd choice of characteristics, I thought, because Twyla’s nose appeared to be the result of recent renovation.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Twyla responded.

“Oh dear … have I said something wrong? It’s just that I’ve seen every movie LaGiana Belmont ever made. Well, maybe not the ones she makes in Europe now. I didn’t mean … Please, come inside and eat your dinner,” Mrs. Prail said apologetically. She held open the door for Twyla but seemed to forget about me. Behind them I observed Twyla’s mesmerizing effect on the student body. Elizabeth Taylor in her princess-of-Hollywood years made no grander impression when entering Romanoff’s.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” I heard Sparky groan. “Do you see what I see? We did our whole darn act for the wrong girl.”

Twyla, as if at a soiree, appeared to be searching for a place card, so I shepherded her to my table, where Lionel had already squeezed another chair between Melly’s and his. For the first time he’d allowed his eyes to wander away from Melly. Once Twyla was seated, Lionel knelt on one knee, bowed his head, and tried to kiss her hand.

“Lionel’s taking the direct approach,” Brian commented, and I became unhappily aware that he, too, had been captivated by my friend’s pulchritude. “Melly, you’re losing your boyfriend.”

“I hereby grant you permission to switch your allegiance to this new, more worthy woman,” Melly told Lionel.

“I’d like to introduce my dearest friend, Dais—Twyla Flint,” I told my tablemates. In the newly hushed dining hall everyone could hear what I said.

“Don’t forget, there has been a lapse in our friendship during which I have changed a great deal,” Twyla murmured just as Mrs. Prail set down a steaming plate before her. Twyla glanced at what Sparky had called adobe melt and pushed the dish away. “I’d like a salad, please, with olive oil and vinegar and a fresh lemon quarter on the side. I sent a telegram with that specific request yesterday. If you didn’t receive it, Mrs. Prail, tell me immediately. I’ve lately become a stockholder of American Telephone and Telegraph.”

The headmaster’s wife wordlessly withdrew, staring glumly at the spurned supper in her hands.

I didn’t remember my friend being so eloquent, but I thoroughly admired the new, improved, mature version. Her demeanor, the now faultless oval of her face, her perfectly proportioned body, even her flawlessly polished fingernails bespoke the daughter of a movie star, if not starlet herself. All eyes and ears in the room, including Brian’s and Lionel’s, remained fixed on her.

To my amazement and more to Sparky’s, Mrs. Prail soon returned to our table with a large dish of greens.

“Why, thank you,” Twyla said appreciatively. “You understand that no European can endure a meal that lacks fresh fruits and vegetables. I trust these were picked today? For dessert a mango would be sublime. But if you haven’t got one, I’ll understand. Any tropical fruit will do.”

When Mrs. Prail stepped away, Sparky applauded Twyla. “Yup, you’re the real thing and playing it to the hilt,” she said.

“I beg your pardon?” Twyla responded.

“You beg for nothing,” Sparky answered. “But pray tell: what is wrong with you, and why the heck did you come here?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Twyla inquired.

“I’m sure you know that almost every kid who comes here has something wrong—a disease the desert air’s supposed to cure—or why else would they be at this rinky-dink ranch school?”

“Oh no you don’t,” I interrupted. “Twyla, they already pulled this huge practical joke on me, pretending they were deaf and dumb and dying. They were fairly convincing, too. So don’t believe a word they say.”

“But it’s true,” Melly said. “Not that we’re dying, but we all are sick to one degree or another. Why else would anyone come here? Didn’t you ever hear about the lung camps of Tucson?”

Sparky and Brian and Lionel concurred, though I refused to believe them.

Twyla placed her hand over her mouth, making a show of yawning politely. Then she stood up. “My morning began in Switzerland at four A.M. Greenwich Mean Time. I probably passed the international date line, which would add a whole twenty-four hours to my journey. It’s imperative I get some rest.”

“What? And miss your mango?” Sparky asked.

“My gift to you,” Twyla replied, blowing the girl a kiss as she left the table.

 

Twyla and I stepped into the rec hall. “I haven’t been to my room yet,” I told Twyla. “I have no idea where you or are supposed to go.”

Twyla began opening doors to the bedrooms and turning on lights. “What goes on in there?” she asked about the “sickroom,” which hadn’t yet been tidied. While I tried to produce a succinct description of the afternoons escapade, she continued searching the lodgings until she spied three upright trunks commanding most of the space in the rearmost room. “Here I am,” Twyla said.

The walls of Twyla’s room had been painted a forbidding tannic-acid brown, and the flat, low beds—cots, really—were covered with common Navaho blankets. Just after I beheld my own solitary suitcase roosting on the unadorned floor, I also noticed a horse-head clock, several snapshots of ponies, and a few sloppily folded clothes cluttering an otherwise barren set of shelves. “I guess you and I are sharing this room with someone else,” I said.

Twyla roughly snapped open the locks on one of the trunks. “If I weren’t so depleted, mentally and physically, I’d march to the administration building, wherever it is, and raise Cain. I told your mother I would accept nothing less than a room of my own.” As she pulled nightclothes and toiletries out of the trunk, she said, “I believe, just this once, I’m going to let myself fall into bed without creaming my face.” Thus, she unzipped and let drop her custom-tailored white gabardine slacks and draped her pale yellow silk blouse over her trunk. Once she’d slithered into a peach satin nightgown, she lay down on one of the cots and closed her eyes.

“I know you’re really tired,” I said, “but please tell me—what made you leave Switzerland? And what does Charmian have to do with it?”

“Merde,” she said sleepily. “I was frantic, verging on hysteria, when I phoned. You’d think, if only for gossip’s sake, your mother would have mentioned our conversation. I called for you, actually. She should have told you.”

“If only I had known I would find you here, my elation alone would have kept the plane in the air,” I said.

“In brief, I had to leave Switzerland post-haste, and I needed a place to live with a guardian of some kind until my eighteenth birthday. Which, you’ll remember, is March fifteenth, five months from now. The idea of moving back to Beverly Hills appealed to me, and thereupon I thought of you. As luck—or ill luck—would have it, charming Charmian intercepted my call. Your mother made it clear that one teenager was already more than she could abide in her household. So she rustled up—isn’t that the apt word—this little old private school for the both of us.”

“But I’ve been such a good teenager,” I protested.

“Mothers like ours aren’t thrilled to have younger, prettier, peppier daughters sparring with them on the domestic front,” Twyla said through a yawn.

“I’m not prettier than my mother, but you are. So, okay, what happened with your mother and father?”

But Twyla had fallen asleep. It shouldn’t have surprised me; when we were younger and spent nights together, she regularly dozed off in midsentence.

 

I heard a tapping at the door and was pleased to see Melly stroll in. Peeking around the trunks, she said, “Wow! Is Twyla asleep already?”

“I’m afraid so. She’s like the heroine in the Edna Ferber novel Saratoga Trunk. Her biggest talent is sleeping. I read that book a few years ago—it was on my mother’s shelf—and I loved it. While everyone else went crazy, the main character slept. It’s highly unlikely Twyla will wake up before tomorrow.”

“Oh well. It’s probably for the best. Lizzie’s going to have a hard enough time accepting you as her roommate,” Melly said with an apologetic smile. “In fact, Lizzie’s asking me to move in here to act as a buffer between her and Twyla. I’ll try to do it tomorrow. Not because I’m Miss Altruism of 1962—I’ve had my fill of Reba and Sparky.”

“Which one is Lizzie?”

“The blind-as-a-bat girl who felt your face. Try to remember, it was just a joke,” Melly said, stepping back toward the door. “Lizzie, you can come in now.”

Lizzies cowboy boots clacked across the room, and she bumped herself down on the bed nearest the horse-head clock. At least she tipped her hat.

“Say hi to Blossom. But say it softly, because you’ll notice that Twyla is asleep,” Melly coaxed her.

“Wait a minute. Excuse me. Could we start over? My name is Fleur, and that’s what I’d like to be called.” In fact, I wished my name were Phoebe or Imogene or Pepper.

“Oh, sorry,” Melly said.

“Hi,” Lizzie responded without enthusiasm.

“Listen, I didn’t know I was going to like you, and I’m truly sorry I can’t stay while you two get acquainted,” Melly said breathily. “My assistance is required in … the sickroom. A cleanup operation is under way.”

“By the way, where did you get all that medical … malarkey?” I asked. “It looked so real.”

“It is real,” Melly said. “A pharmacy lent us the whole kit and caboodle. We have to take it back in the morning. All packaged up like new.”

“You mean they’re going to sell those things! After they’ve been used? Don’t you realize that’s unsanitary?” I sounded like my father, but I couldn’t help thinking of the diseases, counterfeit and real, that had been in contact with the goods.

“Don’t worry, we’re spritzing everything with Lysol and Listerine the way our, um, friend at the pharmacy told us to. He’s in inventory control, so hell make sure everything’s decontaminated before it’s reshelved. We’re paying him twenty dollars for his trouble. Plus tip,” Melly said with a mischievous grin. “Anyway, just so you know, there’s a compulsory study hall from seven to nine. In the mess hall.”

“What’ll I study?” I asked.

“ On second thought, you should probably ditch it. I’ll tell the Adjudicator, if I can, that you had a lot to unpack,” Melly said.

“The Adjudicator?”

“That’s what he calls himself. To see him is to believe.”

“Unfortunately I don’t have anything essential to unpack, just a few souvenirs,” I said, pointing to my lone suitcase. “We left the house in quite a rush.”

“Oh, I thought one of these trunks … Is that all you brought?” Melly asked with dismay. “How odd.”

“My mother’s sending my clothes parcel post.”

“Okay then, if you come to study hall, I’ll show you the ropes. See you then,” Melly said and backed out of the room.

Lizzie stared at me silently, so I sat down and stared back, contemplating her cowboy attire.

“Don’t bother to get comfortable. And tell your friend, too,” Lizzie said, indicating Twyla’s sleeping form. “Nobody rooms with me for long. Everyone thinks I’m goon.”

“Why?” I asked. Good manners prevented me from asking, Do you snore or slobber or fart?

“The kids just hate me, thats all I know. They call me Lizzie Borden. They call me Gila Monster and Squid Dirt. They mean it, too.”

“But they let you be part of this afternoon’s—what should I call it?—masquerade. You were very convincing, by the way,” I added. “The point is, you were included.”

“Yeah, so I wouldn’t spill the beans. I probably would’ve, too,” Lizzie said earnestly. “I’m going crazy here. I’d be in the nuthouse already if I didn’t have my horse.”

I scanned our room, half expecting to see a fluffy stuffed equine. “Where is it?” I asked.

“Gwendolyn lives in the stable, naturally. She thinks I’m the greatest person on earth. She’s got more brains than anybody at RCW, teacher or student. I mean it.” At this Lizzie laughed a dull-noted half-cackle.

“Do other kids keep their own horses here?” I asked.

“Nope, just me. But if another kid wanted his horse here, there’s room in the stable,” Lizzie said. Then she clomped into the bathroom and closed the door.

Charmian would have dismissed Lizzie as a horse girl. “It’s always girls, never boys, who fall in love with horses. They do it, unconsciously of course, to sublimate their sexual desires. Horseback riding is a mode of masturbation, and they can do it—unmolested—for as long as they like, until, I suppose, their bottoms ache from the bouncing,” Charmian once told me. “But if you must go riding, an unyielding brassiere is indispensable. I learned that vital information when I took on the role of Miss Misty in Saddle Tramp .”

But ever since the day during my sixth or seventh year as a Leigh, when my nanny Florence had incorrectly assumed my mother was retrieving me from the Hitching Post, I had my own aversion to horses. To anything western in fact.

The Hitching Post was a movie theater on Cañon Drive in Beverly Hills that featured only westerns. Lariats, saddles, steer skulls, whips, and ten-gallon hats overlaid every inch of the walls. Children, who often arrived in cowboy regalia, were required to remove the guns from their holsters and turn them in at the ticket booth before passing through the fabled saloon doors into the theater itself.

In my early, impressionable years, The Charmian Leigh Radio Mystery Half Hour had convinced me that behind every friendly countenance lurked a kidnapper. That day, as the hours passed and the movie replayed and no one came for me, I’d been too frightened to tell an usher or the theater manager that I’d been left under their auspices to molder. Eyestrain and the nine Almond Joys I ate while tearfully viewing Westward Ho, Hell-Bent Horse and Rider five times gave me excruciating head- and stomachaches.

“Most children—any normal child—would delight spending toute d’une jour au cinema munching popcorn and candy and Coke,” Charmian said by way of apology when, six hours after the pickup time, she made her entrance at the movie palace. “Not only that, watching a picture over and over gives you insight into filmmaking technique.”

How curiously fate had contorted my life, I couldn’t help thinking, by placing me at a horse school with a cowgirl and a movie princess as roommates.

“Would you answer one question?” I asked Lizzie when she emerged from the bathroom. “Are you here because you have some kind of disease?”

“Yeah, sure, like everyone else. But me? I get asthma pretty bad. The air in Tucson is s’posed to make it go ’way. But there’s somethin’ I know that the doctors, and my parents, neither, don’t believe. Long as I sleep with Gwendolyn—and it doesn’t matter if it’s here or at home—I don’t have asthma.”

“You’re saying there’s no reason for you to be here?”

“I’m sayin’ Gwendolyn’s the best medicine in the world.”
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