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for my mother, my good friend




I am a part of all that I have met;


Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough


Gleams that untraveled world whose margin fades


For ever and for ever when I move.


TENNYSON, Ulysses





Take any streetful of people buying clothes and groceries, cheering a hero or throwing confetti and blowing tin horns . . . tell me if the lovers are losers . . . tell me if any get more than the lovers . . . in the dust . . . in the cool tombs.


SANDBURG, Cool Tombs





chapter 1


In 1961, the first hopeful year of John F. Kennedy’s presidency, Stanton College opened its doors to the forty-first freshman class. It opened doors not only symbolic, but actual: traditionally, the oaken doors of O’Rourke Hall opened to admit the new freshmen in a welcoming assembly and not again until four years later for the recessional parade of graduated seniors. Ave atque vale, hail and farewell. On this September morning, the doors swung wide and the freshmen entered, nearly four hundred girls. They scattered themselves noisily, nervously, on hard wooden seats.


Ann Gardner looked with distaste upon the stranger sitting next to her, here roommate, Niki. The girl had a long face, a jabbing nose and chin, a narrow mouth. Her eyes, like small black marbles, glittered, glared. Her dark hair hung straight and long to thighs that showed round muscles beneath faded blue jeans. Niki hunched forward in her seat, forefinger in her mouth so she could chew on the nail, exuding restless energy. Her eyes roved the audience, her right foot twitched rhythmically.


Ann, sitting straight, sitting back, pulled her skirt down over her knees then refolded her hands in her lap. She tried to dissociate herself from Niki and looked for familiar faces in the audience, faces she had known from her years at the Otis Hall School. She felt awkward, more than usual, seated next to this new roommate with the gypsy face, who looked capable of cruelty. Ann crossed her legs at the knees, neatly, without altering her posture.


“Relax.” The dark girl, Niki, turned to her.


“I am relaxed.”


Niki shrugged and turned away.


“What’s your last name?” Ann asked.


“Jones.”


Ann looked to her left, at another stranger Everybody had clean hair; the assembly hall gleamed as with many candles. Niki threw her body back in the seat. “You play tennis?”


“Some.” Ann was cautious. “I’m not very good.” Was she being asked to do something?


“You don’t look like much of an athlete,” Niki said.


Ann stared at her, unable to frame a reply.


“I mean—oh hell, you know what I mean. Do you ride?”


“A little.”


“Ski?”


“A couple of times.”


“Swim?”


“Of course.”


“Hike?”


“No, I never did. Do you do all those?”


Unconcerned, seeming to have lost interest, Niki nodded.


“What sport are you taking?” Ann asked.


Niki shrugged. Ann felt reproached.


The babble in the room mounted briefly then abruptly fell as a diminutive woman, dressed in a baggy gabardine suit, loped across the stage to the lectern. This woman was not young—her face was covered with wrinkles both fine and deep, her hair was entirely gray. It looked as if she had cut it herself and did not care for or about the results. She seemed an odd little figure to be an emblem for knowledge, academic stature, the wisdom and joy of scholarship, for insight, inspiration, excellence. An odd little figure for any purpose. She peered over the top of the lectern, then glanced at a sheet of paper Her hands were visible and the top of her face; no more.


“It’s a dwarf,” Niki whispered to Ann. Ann ignored this. Courtesy, to Ann, required silence during a lecture or address. “One of Santa’s little helpers,” Niki went on. Her whisper was dramatically low and, like any good actress’s, audible. “This—assembly—is—being—led—by—a—MUNCHKIN.”


A ripple of giggles spread around them. Ann flushed. Yet, unwillingly, the corners of her mouth twitched.


“Good morning.” The Munchkin spoke. Her voice was high-pitched and nasal, matter-of-fact. She looked steadily at her audience. The noon sunlight glinted off her heavy-framed glasses. “I am Natalie Dennis. I will be dean of your class. Do not confuse dean with den mother.


“First, let me explain something. It is not a pleasure to be dean, though it is perhaps an honor. It is a duty. As dean of a freshman class, I can teach only one course. For the remaining three years, I can teach only two. Your class will take up the rest of my time. I am responsible for you. Not to you. You are responsible to me.


“Some of you will learn precisely what this difference means in my Philosophy One course. For now, I will put it as concisely as possible: I do not, nor does the college, stand in loco parentis. You are on your own.”


“All right, Munchkin,” cheered Niki in a murmuring undercurrent.


“Stanton College expects no geniuses,” the little woman continued. “Statistically, this is only sensible of us. Instead, the College looks for students of high intellectual caliber and distinct individuality. The kind of girl who will be able to set more than one goal for herself, more than two or three goals—and meet them all. A woman who, like Elizabeth Cady Stanton herself, can be a good wife, good mother, good thinker, good leader—and a good friend.


“If you have not heard of Mrs. Stanton, inform yourselves. You will be the better for it.


“We encourage honesty and ambition here. You will work hard, most of you. Some of you will be quite happy in this. A few will leave. On the whole, you will find the next four no more easy or difficult than any other arbitrarily selected quartet of years.”


Her eyes searched the audience. “What can you expect from me? Disinterested counsel. Maturity. These are my resources. I have my own work, my proper work: I am a scholar, a philosopher I do not wish to be distracted from this work for problems or questions that do not lie within my province. Upon those problems and questions that are my proper concern, I will act. So much for me.


“You may remember—and this is the end of my talk—that at the time of your application you were asked to submit some sort of original work. Those pieces have been gathered together and printed up in a small magazine. You will find copies of that magazine in your dormitories. Stanton College does not have a freshman directory; only the magazine.


“You may leave now. Good morning. Welcome.” She crossed the stage with her loping stride and exited at the rear, without a backward glance.


Silence lasted for a few seconds before the babble recommenced.


“I guess I’d better get back to the dorm,” Ann said.


Niki slouched in the seat, her knees raised against the seat in front, her head level with the back of her own. She removed the finger from her mouth. “I can’t tell about her. What do you think?”


“Odd,” Ann said.


Niki paid full attention. “Yes, of course, but is that bad or good, to be odd?”


“Neither, not necessarily,” Ann answered. “Look, my parents are still here. Can I get out? OK?”


“Sure, sorry. I’ll come with you.”


Ann shrugged, to say That’s up to you and I couldn’t care less. She wasn’t sure how her parents would feel about this roommate.


Niki walked with compact energy. Ann, scuffling beside her along the sun-dappled path, felt the contrast between them.


“How’s the room?” she asked.


“OK, I guess,” Niki said.


They walked on.


“Where are you from?” Ann asked.


“California.”


“Really?” Ann’s voice sounded brittle, even to her “I’ve never been to California. What’s it like?”


Niki stopped abruptly. They were at the gravel path that led up to the front porch of the dormitory. “Why don’t we just admit we’re in a pigface position and cut the crap. I can’t do all that small-talk stuff,” she explained to Ann’s surprised face.


Feeling assaulted, Ann stepped back. In fact, she was surprised by Niki’s vehemence, not her observation. She felt the same way, inept at conversation with strangers. But you were supposed to try to make a good first impression when you met people. Ann had known a California girl at the Hall who claimed that all of the state was endangered by earthquake, something to do with something called the San Andreas fault. “I knew a girl from California at school—”


Niki slapped the heel of a hand against her forehead. “Lord defend and spare me. Look,” she said, conversationally, “are you comfortable with all this social garbage?”


“No,” Ann hung her head down, feeling increasingly uncomfortable with everything, feeling fat and fifteen, disliking herself, awkward, self-pitying. “Why?”


Niki pointed to a third floor window. “That’s our room. Is that your mother?”


Mrs. Gardner waved down.


“Is she waiting for you?” Niki asked.


Ann nodded and waved back. She felt Niki’s glance.


“What’s she doing up there?” asked Niki as they went up the steps.


“I don’t know. Why?”


“Because we weren’t there to let her in.”


“She’s my mother,” Ann protested.


“Oh, I see,” Niki did not conceal the sarcasm. She led the way up a carpeted staircase from the first to the second floor, then up a wooden staircase, its steps protected by linoleum pads, to the third.


“I like her,” Ann continued, to Niki’s shoulders.


“Glad to hear it,” Niki said.


She won’t even try, Ann thought. She doesn’t like me and won’t try.


Because they were freshmen, they were assigned three to a room; because they were three to a room, they were assigned a big corner room with windows on two walls, with a view over a small valley and back up wooded hillsides. Mrs. Gardner had her back to the window when she greeted them: “You have a western exposure. Isn’t that nice?”


Ann introduced Niki and then sat back to observe the encounter. This was the pose she preferred, resting her back against something firm, legs flexed, observing.


“There isn’t any closet space to speak of,” Mrs. Gardner continued. “I was thinking of taking Ann’s winter things back home. You could pick them up over Thanksgiving or we could bring them to you.” She looked at Niki as if the girl had asked a question. “We live only a couple of hours from here. Philadelphia. So Ann is quite near home.” She was sending out a cautious warmth toward Niki, preparing to become affectionate.


“Lucky Ann,” Niki said.


“Yes.” Mrs. Gardner switched to a brisker voice and lifted her chin.


“Where is your family from?”


“California.”


“You must have flown over.” Niki did not answer “Did your family come with you?”


“Of course not.”


“I see.” Mrs. Gardner contemplated this creature. She decided, apparently, to side-step. “I don’t know how you’ll all fit in when the third girl gets here.”


“I don’t have any dresses,” Niki said, “so I don’t take any closet space.”


Mrs. Gardner, in pink and green tweeds at the center of the room, continued: “Each of you gets bed, bureau, desk and bookcase. The bookcases are small, Ann, you might want to get another Ann,” she explained to Niki, “collects books like other girls collect beaux. She’s the bookworm in our family. But there are no full-length mirrors.”


“In the can,” Niki said.


Mrs. Gardner’s smooth face wrinkled in puzzlement.


“The head? The john? The powder room?”


“Oh.” She turned to Ann. “Your father’s gone to fill the car with gas and make reservations for lunch. I thought the Inn, is that all right with you? Lizzie says they have delicious lunches, although the dinners aren’t much. Lizzie is my sister,” she told Niki, “who graduated from here—years ago. I don’t like to think how long ago. How was your meeting?”


“All right. The Dean spoke,” Ann said.


“Who is she? Maybe Lizzie knows her.”


“Dennis, wasn’t it?” Ann pulled Niki back into the conversation.


“Who, the Munchkin? Yeah. Natalie Dennis. Teaches philosophy.”


“I don’t think Lizzie would have taken that. But why do you—” Mrs. Gardner decided to ignore it, after all.


“I am,” Ann reminded her mother.


“Are you?” Niki asked, with interest.


“Philosophy One, that’s her course.”


“Why?”


“It sounded interesting.”


“I wouldn’t mind taking a class with the Munchkin.”


Again Mrs. Gardner made an effort to establish rapport with Niki. “The third girl—Hildegarde the housemother said her name was—won’t be here until after supper Something to do with a bus.” She sat down on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs. “You come from California,” she remarked.


“Yes.”


“Did you go to school out there?”


“Yes.”


“I see. A high school?”


“Yes.”


“I understand the California school system is a very good one. The Pennsylvania one isn’t, I’m afraid.”


Niki looked at her.


“Do you find the East very different?”


“I’ve only been here half a day,” Niki pointed out.


“Yes, of course. Well, I’m sure you’ll enjoy it here. You have such an unusual name. Niki.”


Ann wanted to say, She knows her name, Mother, but tried to help instead. “Is it short for something? Nicole?”


“Nicholas.”


Mrs. Gardner laughed, in a short burst. “You’re teasing us.”


“No, I’m not,” Niki said. “My mother wanted a boy. She was sure I was one, in utero. But I wasn’t.”


“Is Nicholas your legal name?” Mrs. Gardner asked.


“No, Niki.”


“Did your mother have her boy, later?”


“I’m an only child.”


“Oh.”


“They’re divorced.”


“Oh.” Intoned with an unspoken I’m sorry.


“It started with me. The man determines the sex, you know. My mother genuinely didn’t want me to be a girl. My father said just what you did, ‘Why not Nicole?’ But my mother said she didn’t want to be a hypocrite and pretend she was satisfied when she wasn’t. She blamed my father.”


“I see,” Mrs. Gardner said.


“She said it would be dishonest not to say just what she felt.”


This time it was clear that Mrs. Gardner actually did see: “Painfully honest,” she observed.


“Painful for other people,” Niki qualified it. Their eyes met, as equals, and Mrs. Gardner nodded. She relaxed her spine.


“You live with your mother then, out in California.”


“No, with my father.”


“Oh.” The back straightened up again. “And what does your father do?”


“He’s an entrepreneur. What does your father do?”


Anger followed surprise over Mrs. Gardner’s features. Ann giggled. Then, to Niki’s surprise but not to Ann’s, Mrs. Gardner chuckled. It was a warm, human sound. “I am sorry. I’ve been rude. You have every right to be offended.” She chuckled again.


Ann was smiling. “My father’s a lawyer. Does that make us even?”


“I guess so.” Niki grinned at her.


“I wonder what she’ll do about books, the other girl,” Ann said. “We’re supposed to get our books today, for Monday classes. The bookstore is being opened specially.”


“Oh, I know that,” Mrs. Gardner said. “The Dean’s office called and asked you two to pick them up for her. Hildegarde—you can remember that name. Everything has been arranged—the books will be waiting and the charge slips have been verified—but you two are supposed to bring the books here for her The housemother told me.


“Oh shit,” Niki said. Mrs. Gardner overlooked that: a visible, conscious effort, carefully overlooking it.


“Mother, what if I hadn’t reminded you?”


“I’d have remembered. I always do, don’t I?”


Ann raised doubtful eyebrows.


“Niki, would you have lunch with us? I’m sure Mr. Gardner would like a chance to get to know you.”


“I can’t. Thanks anyway.” Niki thought for a brief space. “I have to unpack. It’ll take all afternoon to get the books.”


“Well, all right, if you’re sure,” Mrs. Gardner said. “I guess Ann will find you here before she goes to the bookstore.”


Ann rather hoped not.


“Probably.” Niki shrugged.


Ann’s father entered the room, heartily. He was tall and distinguished, dressed in a three-piece suit. He bent to speak a word to his wife, who shook her head. Ann heard Niki singing softly, from “Sumemertime”: “. . . yer paw is rich, ‘n’ yer maw is good looking . . . .” Ann smiled at the dark girl across the room, but Niki ignored her and went to the window. Mr. Gardner shook hands with Niki, then demanded his lunch without further delay and herded his family out of the room and down the stairs.


Outside, standing in warm sunlight, Mrs. Gardner looked worried. “I don’t know how you’ll get along with her. Maybe you ought to request a change?”


Ann had retreated into a lumpish silence and only looked back, up at the window of her room. She could see Niki standing there, looking down. She thought it must be obvious from the conspiratorial angle of her mother’s head what it was she was suggesting. The figure at the window gave her no clue as to how to answer.


♦   ♦   ♦


The roommates did go to the bookstore together. They had to, in order to bring back the third girl’s books along with their own. There would be twelve of them, including notebooks and lab manuals, the housemother said. Ann and Niki returned, arms feeling stringy and stretched. Two armloads of books bounced onto two beds. “Wow,” Niki said. “I don’t know if I can keep up with this.”


Ann—whom Niki had ushered impatiently through the stacks of books—looked at her with troubled eyes. “I know. I’m trying not to think about it. But, you know? I did feel this way my first few days at the Hall, and that turned out all right.”


Niki shrugged. “I meant—”


Ann waited for her to continue, then asked, “Meant what?”


“They act as if it was important, the courses and all. Like opening the bookstore especially for freshmen. As if they really didn’t know.”


“Didn’t know what?”


“That it’s not real, and not important. The academic life. Ye olde ivory tower. You don’t think it is, do you?”


But Ann did think learning was important, real—and exhilarating. Privately, she liked being intelligent and was proud of it. In books, and when you were writing papers, you could think about what was true. You didn’t have to worry about being a nice person, or a popular person, or successful. You could look for the truth of things. You didn’t have to pretend that something wasn’t important because it wasn’t tactful, or because whoever was sitting next to you might have his feelings hurt, or might think you were an egghead. And the people who wrote books, great books, used words the way architects used stones, exactly and carefully, aware of weight and balance. Ann knew this put her out of step with a lot of people. But when she could take a sonnet apart and study the imagery and discover the idea and then put it back together and hear how the poem still rang—the language levels deep—then she knew she had her hands on something real, and she couldn’t help the happiness of it. She could imagine, however, what Niki would say about this. This was too personal to trot out for a stranger to attack. So she changed the subject: “She’s taking two lab courses, did you notice?”


“Who?”


“Hildegarde. Astronomy and Biology.”


“You’re one of those people that like school, aren’t you,” Niki demanded. Ann didn’t answer. “Why, because it’s safe? I bet—you’re good at it and it’s always been easy.”


What was wrong with that? Ann wondered.


“And why don’t you have the freshman English text?” Niki asked.


“I got advanced placement so I’m taking Shakespeare.” Ann stoically endured the beady glance for half a minute, then defended herself: “I’m terrible in math and science and only fair in history. I’ve got a gift for languages, literature, that kind of stuff. The really useless stuff,” she concluded, as she often had when accused of being smart.


“Oh,” that seemed to satisfy Niki. “I’m a well-rounded student myself. Did you want to come here? I mean, was Stanton your first choice?”


Ann thought about that. “It’s the only school I applied to. The headmistress and my parents agreed that it was the best place for me. Otis Hall prefers to have you apply to only one college. Unless, of course, you’re taking a chance.”


“You’re kidding,” Niki said.


“I kind of liked it. The Hall has a sort of reputation, you see. So the colleges will usually accept a candidate, if the school feels she can do the work. It almost never happens that somebody doesn’t get in.”


“So they told you where to go?”


“No, not at all. They gave me a list of places, and we went visiting—you know, that visiting trip everybody makes with her parents? I liked Stanton best. So did my family. My aunt went here. There’s a good classics department.” Her voice dwindled as she realized that she was apologizing again.


“I didn’t want to come here,” Niki said. “Still don’t, but what the hell—I figure if I get decent grades they’ll accept me as a transfer student at Berkeley.”


“You didn’t get in at Berkeley?” Ann asked. Eastern colleges had higher standards than western, everybody knew that.


“I didn’t even apply. It would have been a waste of time. They have to take the top three per cent first, and there are enough of them to fill both Stanford and Berkeley. I’m only top seven per cent. My advisor said he thought this might be a way to get there, to do well in an eastern school.”


“What do your parents say?”


“What’s it got to do with them?”


“I guess nothing.”


“Dad pays the bills. He won’t buy anything that’s not worth its price, so I figure Stanton has a good-enough reputation. He doesn’t care, here or Berkeley, as long as he gets his money’s worth.”


“So you’ll only be here for a year.”


“I hope so. I don’t think I could stick it for longer.”


“Why not?”


“You’re kidding,” Niki said. “You’re not,” she concluded glumly. “There are too goddamned many circle pins and round collars and—life isn’t that plump.”


Ann said nothing. It was not that she didn’t want to, but that she couldn’t think of how to say what she wanted to say.


“I think I’ll pick up my copy of that magazine. Want me to get yours?” she asked.


“No—let’s do something instead. You’ve got a racquet. Wanna play tennis?”


“I don’t know,” Ann said, wanting to refuse.


“C’mon. I go crazy if I don’t get enough exercise, and I haven’t done anything today. By the time I find somebody else, it’ll be too dark. Or what? Are you afraid to play me?”


Ann’s eyebrows arched. She had been well-trained, she knew that, and had played with the varsity at the Hall. Goaded into it, she agreed.


“What’s so special about two lab courses?” Niki asked. They were changing into tennis clothes, and Ann moved slowly, not wanting to take out the tennis dress she usually wore, knowing it would cause comment. But Niki ignored it, pulled on cut-off jeans and a T-shirt.


“Each one takes six hours a week, two labs and two lectures. And science courses are more difficult, in any case. The catalogue said they were arduous. She needed special permission to take two.”


“How do you know?”


“In the catalogue.”


“I’m taking Biology. What about you?”


“Co-ordinated Sciences. It’s for the nonmathematical student.”


“Easier?”


“I hope so,” Ann said, and was rewarded with a smile.


“Maybe I should take it.”


“Why?”


“For the grade.”


“If you wanted to, you should have signed up for it in the first place. Why didn’t you?”


“I couldn’t read the damned catalogue.”


“Didn’t your father help?”


“I’m old enough to make my own decisions. Besides, he couldn’t be bothered.”


“They’re strict here about switching courses, especially freshmen. Unless you think you’ll flunk Biology.”


“Oh no.”


“How do you know?”


“You heard the Munchkin: high caliber of intelligence.”


Ann envied any confidence. When she thought about it, she was not sure that she would do passably well, in anything. And yet, Ann knew her own abilities. She was just scholar enough to assemble the details of a work into something living. So that when King Lear raged against himself for not sharing those miseries the poorest of his subjects suffered, “I have ta’en too little care of this,” she felt a quivering within herself that might have been a ripple of recognition along the blood. And she wondered automatically about the nature of kingship, wondered if a man—to be a king—must be a king of beggars as well, and always. It seemed to her, she wanted to be such a king—which was ridiculous, she knew, and also very true. Her mind skittered so—she hoped profoundly that she would not discover at Stanton that she wasn’t as intelligent as she had been told she was.


“What did you do for that magazine?” she asked Niki.


“Photographs.”


“Really? Are you a photographer?”


“Not on a bet. It’s just easy to take pictures. I took a couple of arty ones. You know, ski trails, sand dunes.” Ann did not know. “Ready?”


“Do you know where the courts are?”


“I found them this morning. They’re clay.”


“Of course.”


“I haven’t played on clay.”


“What did you play on? Grass courts?”


“You’re kidding,” Niki said again.


The six tennis courts were cut out of the woods behind the gym. Trees surrounded them, enclosed them. After the girls had batted the ball back and forth a few times, Niki announced that she was ready.


Ann lost the first three games before she understood what was happening. Niki’s form was bad, she swung choppily, her backswing was minimal, she was forever getting to the ball at the last minute. Ann, who played a stylish game, felt confident of her long, smooth ground strokes and her good preparation for shots. Yet Ann lost almost every point. Niki raced around, charged the net to slash at an overhead, hurled herself at lines and corners and won the points.


Ann had played a few tournaments, at school, and she knew how to steady herself down. She did and managed to hold her serve during three hard points before Niki seized control again. Each serve that Ann stroked smoothly across the net was jabbed back at her, and she felt herself being worn down. For the last games, she did not even expect to win a single point. She didn’t.


At the end of the set, Ann was hot and tired. Niki was flushed and triumphant. “That’s more like it,” she said. “Another?”


“I can’t,” Ann said.


“Rest a minute, then see.”


“It’s getting dark,” Ann said lamely.


“There’s half an hour still. We could get some games in, maybe even a set.”


Ann shook her head.


“You don’t play to win,” Niki said.


Ann shrugged.


“You look good, but you don’t win.”


Ann stared blankly at her.


“You don’t fight.”


Ann snapped the press closed around her racquet.


“What sport are you taking?” Niki asked.


“I haven’t decided. Are you going to take tennis?”


“I might. Or basketball. There’s no track team.”


“I’ve been thinking of field hockey. We played that at school.”


“What’s it like?”


“It’s a team sport, with lots of running. It takes some skill too. Basically, it’s a passing game, like soccer, not very exciting but . . .”


They walked back toward the dormitory. It was too early in September for leaves to have turned and fallen, but Ann knew how it would be when fall had really come. She loved fall. But she did not think she would ever feel at home at Stanton. She did not think she would ever feel at ease with Niki.


“They don’t have much of a sports program here,” Niki remarked. She swung her racquet at a bushy mountain laurel. “Almost no competition. I don’t know how much fun that’ll be.”


“You’re competitive,” Ann observed.


“That, Annie child, is an understatement. You’ve got to let people know you’re worth fearing. You’ve got to get to the head of things. People call you Annie?”


Ann shook her head, no.


“I kind of like it. It’s cute.”


Ann didn’t, but she didn’t say so.


“I wonder how we’d do at doubles. You don’t charge the net, but you’ve got good ground strokes. Maybe we could play doubles sometime. We might be a perfect team.”


“Maybe,” Ann said. She hoped not.


“I’d have liked a second set.” The exercise, instead of deploying Niki’s energy, had apparently increased it.


“I couldn’t see well in this light,” Ann said.


“Play by sound—sonar tennis,” Niki answered. “What’s your language?”


“Greek,” Ann said.


“You’re kidding. Why?”


“I took Latin for a long time. Greek shouldn’t be too much harder.”


“What are you, a Classics major?”


“I’d like to be.”


“You don’t look it.”


“What do you mean?”


“You look like an English major, or History, maybe Sociology. You look too ordinary for anything else. Your type—”


“And what’s that?”


“Don’t kid yourself. You are a type.”


“And you aren’t?” Annie was growing tired of denigration.


“No, ma’am. Not me. There are lots of you around, with tans and square jaws and that wavy hair You all move the same way, muscular but not strong, somebody’s idea of femininity. It’s a prep-school type.”


Ann quickened her step. All she wanted was to lie in a tub with a book and forget where she was.


“And that clear-sighted, luminous glance you all have. And those Topsiders too.” Ann glanced at her feet. “Topsiders and loafers, that’s what preppies wear.” Niki had on a pair of boys’ sneakers. Which looked terrible, Ann thought, which made her calves appear springy. Ann was no beauty, but she looked better than that. Why should she feel defensive? she demanded of herself. Didn’t she believe in what she knew? Couldn’t she trust her own eyes?


Back in the room, with an hour before supper, Ann picked out the Odyssey, dog-eared and well-beloved, and announced her intention of taking a long, hot bath. Niki said she would have a shower Ann said she thought there wouldn’t be any in the dorm, because it was so old; just in the gym. Niki declared her disbelief and her inability to take the time for a bath. Ann suggested she then go back to the gym and shower, which, to her surprise, Niki did. Leaving Ann alone.


She opened the window, first. Trees, hillsides, glimpses of sky among, behind, shadows. The smell of pin and sunshine and deciduous growings and rottings: a woods, a forest, beautiful. Their room, empty, was a peaceful, quiet place. She turned, her back to the window, and looked. Without seeing, without wanting to see. A puddle of late afternoon sunlight lay on the wooden floor Spartan, the beds and accoutrements. Ann regretted the lack of privacy in dormitory living, even resented it. At the Hall she had acquired some tricks to isolate herself: late night studying, quick breakfasts; long afternoon naps. But would these help here? She immersed herself in the emptiness of the room, until her reverie was broken into by sounds from down the hallway. Sounds of unfamiliar voices, unfamiliar plumbing, unfamiliar doors, unfamiliar feet on unfamiliar linoleum hall floors.


Ann decided to delay the bath; she lay down on her bed.


In a strange place, she thought, you are more vulnerable than at any other time. Everything conspires to keep you mentally off balance, ready to alarm. Your face is stiff, expressionless, keeping ready to smile, concealing. You feel, like prying fingers, the glances of strangers sliding over you, seeing the faulty details friends never notice. As if—Ann lay on the bed studying the ceiling and the patterns possible in the cracks there—you had found yourself in lands under the earth . . . an elevator that kept going down, or a cavern you followed too far, or a simple crack in the surface of the earth, through which you would stumble and fall . . . . However you got there, there you were, standing, half-blind in half darkness, surrounded by short creatures with outsized heads. Their long-fingered brown hands, covered with fur like the rest of their bodies, reached out to touch you. Because they had lost sight so many generations back that they could not remember the lamps of their eyes going dim, now they used spatulated fingertips for knowing. And those fingertips reached out at you, touched you to learn what you were. Ann imagined this, vivid for a second, and her mind shuddered. That was what it felt like, being in a new place like this.


Ann got up, made herself undress and prepare for her bath. She opened the door to an empty hall and was smiling when she closed the door of the bathing cubicle behind her When she was settled back in a steaming tub, Ann picked up the book. It opened to the scene in the Cyclop’s cave. Ann read, savoring the words, the picture and the character of Odysseus. She could even work up some ambiguous sympathy for the Cyclops. After all, to have your one eye put out by a sharpened piece of burning wood, worked into your eyeball—like a brace-and-bit, Homer said. Ann could almost feel that. There was something pitiful in the image Homer made: “He pulled the timber out of his eye, and it blubbered with plenty of blood . . . .” She wondered, reading over the scene, why she should relish the language of violence. Adjusting the hot water with an outstretched toe, she remembered the way she had covered her face with her coat during the murder scene in the movie Psycho; the way she had felt nauseated and terrified for days afterwards at the memory. Maybe books were easier to take; you could close a book and put it away, so they weren’t as real. At least, she thought Niki would say that. It sounded like the kind of thing Niki would say, to show that you were inferior.


♦   ♦   ♦


When Niki returned, her tennis clothes in a bundle wrapped around with a towel, it was suppertime. Niki burst through the closed door and Ann—lying on the bed reading—was startled into a quick, involuntary leap of the muscles.


“Oh,” Ann said.


“Get dressed,” Niki said. “There’s a line of people down there.”


“A line?”


“Well, a gaggle.” She brushed her hair at the bureau. Ann watched. Niki’s hands knew what they were about, twisting, smoothing, pulling the rope of hair up to make a knot at the back of her head.


“I wish I could grow long hair,” Ann said. She pulled a cotton dress out of the closet.


“Why can’t you?”


“Mine’s too thin.”


“What difference does that make? Aren’t you ready?”


“Just a belt and my shoes—you can’t wear jeans to dinner. Don’t you remember that?”


“You’re kidding. Why not?”


“There’s a dress code.”


“So what?” Niki stood still, considering. “There are things to be done about a dress code. We used to have one at my high school. I’ve got a skirt in here somewhere.” She rummaged about in the bottom drawer, to pull out a denim skirt as faded as her jeans. She still wore the high sneakers. Ann did not want to go down to dinner with this girl. She did not want to stand with her, waiting for the dining room doors to open. She did not want to sit with her.


“Let’s go, c’mon!” Niki said. They raced down three flights of stairs, but even so were late into the dining room. The housemother, Mrs. Smythe, smiled at them and indicated two seats at her table. “Oh hell,” murmured Niki. “Next time don’t dawdle, OK?” “OK,” Ann said. The room bloomed with some thirty or so strange faces, each one turned to them. Entering just as grace was to be said, they could not have been more awkward. Ann slipped into the seat beside Niki and ducked her head. She stared at her hands. Why had she come to dinner? She had no appetite. She wished she had arranged at least to be in the same dormitory as one of the other Hall girls, even if she didn’t want to room with any of them. Just now she wanted, unexpectedly and shamefully, to go home.


Ann’s eyes slid over to Niki’s hands, which rested on the table, brown and muscular and unkempt. The nails were ragged.


Niki, she saw, did not bow her head for grace. The dark eyes glanced restlessly around the dining room, touching on bowed heads as if trying to attract attention, as if to awaken a sleeper with a push at the forehead. “Why, she looks dangerous,” Ann said to herself and was interested in her roommate then in a way she had not been before. The housemother said Amen and the room echoed her.


At dinner Ann learned that they expected the other girl, Hildegarde, “sometime tonight and did you girls get her books and notebooks?”


“Did we have any choice?” Niki asked, and Ann quickly joined in to say “It was no trouble, no trouble at all, we were happy to do it.” Niki grinned at her.


After dinner there was a brief meeting to inform the freshmen of the house rules, and after that Ann and Niki went back up to their third floor room. They had really met no one at the meal. Ann had half-planned to visit some of her Hall classmates—thinking it might be a good way to pass the first uncomfortable evening—but decided not to, because she didn’t know how to exclude Niki from such a walk. She sat at her desk, accustoming herself to the placement of it, to the quality of light, to the sounds, writing her name and dormitory on the covers of spiral-backed notebooks. Niki stared at her for a few minutes, then left. Ten minutes later she returned: “There’s a volleyball game next door Do you want to come play?”


“A what?”


“Volleyball.”


“I’ve never played it.”


“We play it on the beaches. It’s easy. Why not?”


“Why not?” Ann rose. “I’ll find you. I’ve got to change if we’re going to be doing a sport.”


“Good.” Niki left. Ann hung her dress in the closet, folded her slip into a drawer, and pulled out a pair of shorts and a matching blouse. Both were freshly ironed. She wished she owned a T-shirt. She wondered if she should wear one of her men’s shirts. She got down on her hands and knees to find the sneakers she had kicked off near her bed. From that undignified position, she heard company arrive.
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