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For Mimi and John Gibbon



Author’s Note

It would be useful to remember that the psychoanalysis that takes place within this novel bears approximately the resemblance to a real analysis that the novel bears to life.
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DR. LULU SHINEFELD opened the door to her waiting room and said hello to the girl who was scheduled for a consultation. The girl, whose name was Dawn Henley, nodded coolly.

“Would you like to come into the office?” Dr. Shinefeld asked.

Dawn Henley stood. She was tall, even taller than Dr. Shinefeld, and quite beautiful, with dark brown, almond-shaped eyes, a startling, almost olive complexion, and honey blond hair cropped to shoulder length along a straight and severe line. It was July. Dawn wore white cotton pants, a white T-shirt, and sandals, but she might have had on a ball gown for the grace with which she preceded the doctor into the office, sank into the chair facing the doctor’s, and inspected her surroundings.

The waiting room was nondescript, but the furnishings in the office were attractive, if spare. The walls were white; the couch, brown; the two chairs were covered in a splendid cherry red wool. A kilim rug with predominating colors of brown, teal blue, and red covered a portion of the wood floor. Aside from the rug, the artwork in the room consisted of a semi-abstract painting, in which shapes suggestive of humans seemed to be posing for what could have been an old-fashioned family photograph, and a small sculpture resting on the table at the foot of the couch that was reminiscent of one of Henry Moore’s primordial shapes, an egg embraced by some delicious, unidentifiable object. On the doctor’s desk stood a slender blue vase that held three purple irises. Through an open door near the windows, it was possible to see another, smaller room with a thick brown carpet. Visible in this room were a bookcase containing various primary toys, a large dollhouse and a couple of yellow plastic beanbag chairs.

Dawn’s eyes came to rest on the doctor.

No adolescent unease here. No suspicious glances or shifting in the seat. The girl’s expression was neutral.

“So,” Dr. Shinefeld said with a smile, “let me think of what you’ve told me. I know that you’re eighteen years old, that your home is in Vermont but you’ve been going to boarding school in Westchester, and that you’re entering Barnard College in September.”

Dawn nodded.

From her canvas shoulder bag, which she’d placed on the floor, she extracted a small cassette recorder, which she turned on, then held on her lap.

“Do you want to tape our conversation?” the doctor asked.

“It seems like a good idea, don’t you think?”

“Why’s that?”

“Well,” Dawn said coolly, “then one can be clear later about what was said . . . and anyway, if something should happen to one of us . . .”

“Yes?”

“Well, then, everything wouldn’t be lost.”

When the doctor didn’t reply, Dawn turned on the recorder.

“What is it?” she asked in response to a flicker of expression on the doctor’s face. “You don’t mind this, do you?”

“I don’t know,” Dr. Shinefeld said. “I’m certainly not accustomed to it.”

“Well,” Dawn said calmly, “if it really bothers you, I’ll turn it off. But see if you can’t get used to it.”

Dr. Shinefeld was disconcerted. While many patients attempted to control sessions from the moment they entered the room, the recorder added a new dimension. Anyway, control in that sense might not even be what Dawn was after.

“All right,” the doctor said. “Well, then . . . perhaps you’d like to tell me why you’re here.”

“I have no reason,” Dawn said without animosity. “That is, while I don’t mind being here, I wouldn’t have chosen to see another analyst if Vera . . . my mother . . . hadn’t asked me to.”

“Why do you think she asked?”

“It’s actually quite clear why she asked. I had an automobile accident in which I nearly killed myself. That had happened to me once before. I mean, it was a bicycle that time. I was thirteen, but I went into a car in such a way that I really had to take full responsibility for what happened. My neck was broken, and one arm and leg. As soon as I could move around again Vera sent me to an analyst. Dr. Leif Seaver. I know you must know him, since he gave me your name. As I told you on the phone.”

For the first time a hint of feeling showed through Dawn’s extraordinary façade.

The doctor nodded.

“I saw Dr. Seaver for four years,” Dawn said. “Until the beginning of June, when I also graduated from high school. He was . . . extremely helpful to me.”

This last had an almost rote quality. The doctor waited.

“Then, a couple of weeks ago . . . I had another accident. I was driving the car this time. I was in Vermont, near Marbury. Where Vera is. Where I grew up. Anyway, I fell asleep at the wheel. It would’ve been the end except the boy who was with me grabbed the wheel, so we went into some bushes instead of a tree.” She smiled. “He thinks he’s in love with me. You’d think if someone nearly killed you, you’d never want to see her again . . .” Her tone had grown abstract. “A few people think they’re in love with me.”

“Both times you said think they’re in love,” Dr. Shinefeld pointed out. “Is that different from being in love?”

“No,” Dawn said. “Not really. I guess. I mean, if you think you’re in love, then you’re in love. Anyway, who can say you’re not?”

“Have you ever thought you were in love?” the doctor asked.

“Oh, yes,” the girl said without hesitation. “I was in love with Dr. Seaver.”

“What was the difference in the way you felt about Dr. Seaver and the way these boys feel about you?”

“That’s easy,” Dawn said. “They’re in love with the way I look. I have the kind of looks you’re supposed to have in this country. Blond hair, long legs, all that junk. None of it has anything to do with me, with who I am. If I showed any of them what’s inside my head they wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me. Dr. Seaver — Dr. Seaver didn’t care what I looked like. He barely looked at me when I talked to him. I remember that right from the start. Nothing I said ever surprised him because he didn’t even see the Outside Me. And I didn’t care what he looked like. I knew some people would think he was ugly, sort of knotty looking, and with that funny little hunch to his back so at first when you see him you think he’s just sort of scrunched over on purpose. I didn’t care about any of that.”

There were tears in Dawn’s eyes. She didn’t bother to wipe them.

“Why do you think you had the accident?”

“Because he left me.”

“You finished the analysis?”

“He thought I was finished. I was sort of okay. He didn’t understand I could only do all the things I was doing because I had him.”

“Did you tell him that?”

“I tried to, but I must’ve not said it right because I can’t believe he would have done it if I had. I was in a trance a lot of the time. Maybe that sounds crazy, but it’s true. From the day he started to talk about ending, I was in a sort of trance . . . The same thing happened after the first accident. For a few minutes I was so numb, I didn’t even know anything was broken. They said I was in shock. Well, this was the same sort of thing, where I didn’t exactly feel what was happening, only it lasted for months and months instead of for minutes.”

Dr. Shinefeld was silent. She was already deciding to find the time to see Dawn if the girl wished. Her history even before Seaver was fascinating, from what Vera Henley had told her on the phone. Seaver himself was an interesting man; his reputation, most particularly as a diagnostician, was superb.

“Why do you think you had the first accident?” the doctor asked.

“Because my parents got divorced. I imagine you know about my parents.”

“My conversation with your mother wasn’t very long. I’d prefer that you tell me whatever you think I should know.”

Dawn smiled. “Well, there’s a lot, and it’s pretty crazy. At least most people would think so. I grew up taking it for granted.”

Vera Henley wasn’t Dawn’s natural mother, but her aunt. Her mother had committed suicide when Dawn was six months old and her father had drowned the following year when his sailboat capsized in a storm off the northern Massachusetts coast. Dawn had no memory of either of her two unfortunate parents. When she spoke of her parents she meant Vera and — well, Vera was actually a lifelong lesbian who had lived, since before Dawn’s birth, in what was essentially a marriage with another woman, Tony (Antonia) Lubovitz. Vera and Tony were who Dawn meant when she talked about her parents, and it was their “divorce” that had been the precipitating factor in her first accident.

This was where life became confusing, because while Dawn had just referred to Vera as her mother, she had actually called Vera Daddy during their first years together. Tony was the feminine of the two women, wore makeup, jewelry and skirts, although it was also Tony who left each morning to work as chairman of the mathematics department in a Vermont high school three towns away. Vera didn’t work and had never made any pretense at being other than who she was. Although (Dawn smiled shyly) this was New England they were talking about, and her aunt obviously hadn’t gone around town proclaiming that she wasn’t just a rather athletic old maid. Not that anyone would ask. One of the reasons Dawn loved Marbury was that really, whoever you were was all right as long as you followed the rules for public behavior. Upon coming to live with Vera, Tony had taken the name Henley, and the two women were assumed to be relatives. Dawn herself had never thought about the matter of their sexuality until she was in analysis with Dr. Seaver. Like a lot of other kids she knew, she’d rather taken it for granted that her parents, who shared a bedroom, had no sex life to speak of.

None of the children had ever questioned Dawn about her household, although at the beginning of school there had been nomenclature problems with the teacher. In the previous year, Vera, anticipating some such problems, had tried to train Dawn away from Daddy and toward Aunt Vera. What had remained with Dawn was that she was to call Daddy Aunt Vera when she was talking to other people. In first grade (Vera hadn’t sent her to the optional kindergarten) Dawn had begun to read, learning from the primer that Daddy went to work and Mommy stayed home and took care of the children. The book was quite clear on this. Daddy might leave for a variety of places — bank, office, store, etc., but Mommy’s work was done at home. It would not have occurred to Dawn’s friends to support her claim that the opposite was true in her home because that would have involved arguing with the teacher, but as it turned out, their support would have been useless. Dawn explained to the teacher that it was her daddy who stayed home and her mommy, Tony, who went to work. The teacher’s task became clear. The child had suffered some elementary confusion and would have to be straightened out with drills. The drills were not done in a punitive manner, and by the time Parents’ Day arrived, Dawn was calling Vera Mommy and Tony Daddy — in school. By the time she had acquired the conceptual vocabulary that would have enabled her to explain to her teacher that both her mommy and daddy were women, the class was absorbed in Vasco da Gama and the multiplication tables and no explanations were called for.

Dawn seldom invited other children to her home. The few who lived nearby remained her friends throughout eighth grade, but she rarely sought them out. After a full day at school she wanted only to return to the bosom of her family. The long New England winters that horrified so many people represented love and warmth to Dawn Henley.

The walk from school was about half a mile, and Dawn would make it with the other children unless they dawdled, in which case she would break away from them in her eagerness. Sometimes she and Tony, who would be driving from three towns away, reached home at the same time and raced, giggling, for the door. Dawn still recalled with pleasure arriving once before Tony’s car was in sight, hiding behind a bush, then dashing to the front door just in time to beat Tony up the steps.

Afternoons were occupied with homework, sewing, baking. Tony gave Dawn piano lessons. In the evening they read, knitted and played cards, chess, and checkers. The television was in a little room of its own. No one watched it very much.

Dawn supposed the most important thing to say about Vera and Tony was that for all she’d learned of their problems, she adored them both and felt they’d given her much more than average parents gave their children, in time alone. In her analysis with Dr. Seaver, she had come to see that there were periods in her life when, like any child, she’d wished for one of her parents to “disappear” so that she could have the other to herself. That was, as Dr. Shinefeld must already know, why she’d had the accident when they separated; it was guilt over getting that old wish, for she still had them both but they didn’t have each other anymore. With Dr. Seaver she’d understood that loving them both so much hadn’t balanced out her jealous, hostile feelings but had tended to make them more intense, harder to bear.

They had been an extraordinary couple. What one lacked, the other possessed in abundance. Vera was your prototypical New England WASP patriarch — large and strong, with features almost identical to those of her brother and their father. What she lacked in warmth (the cuddling of little Dawn was left to Tony) Vera made up in strength, bravery and a broad range of talents. Aside from being a superb skier and horsewoman, she knew more about animals than most veterinarians, and she could fix, or build, for that matter, almost anything in the house. She was an excellent cook and a nearly miraculous gardener.

Tony was dark, pretty and plump. Her grandparents had emigrated from Russia, but she’d grown up in a Brooklyn ghetto that mirrored to a considerable extent the conditions of the old country. It was only when, over her parents’ objections, Tony accepted a scholarship at a college outside New York that she finally lost the accent foreign to her English. Tony’s clothing was marvelous, exotic even by New York standards in those days just before the sixties. Embroidered Roumanian blouses with drawstring necks and full sleeves. Full skirts of trimmed velvet in the winter, cotton when it grew warmer. Huge earrings and pendants set with turquoise and other stones; delicately wrought rings and bangle bracelets that rattled and clanked on her wrists as she gestured. Her shiny black hair, which came down to her waist, she braided, knotted, and swept up with an array of golden barrettes, tortoiseshell combs, and special hairpins with enameled heads that Dawn had never seen anywhere else, even in Europe, where she’d been sent on a graduation trip just this past June. Tony didn’t like to cook, although she could do it if the occasion arose. She was a dressmaker and made most of her own clothes and Dawn’s; Vera’s attire consisted of men’s shirts with jeans in the summer and slacks in the winter. All of them had sweaters knitted by Tony. Her mathematical abilities went beyond mere proficiency, and Tony had told Dawn a few years earlier, after the divorce, that she had sacrificed a fellowship to leave Boston because she’d promised Vera (they had met in Vermont the previous summer and fallen in love; Vera was twenty-one years her senior) that when she finished college she would get a job that would enable them to live together. It was inconceivable to Vera that they could be comfortable under the scrutiny of a university town.

Dawn smiled.

So Tony had given up a more interesting career for love. Just like a lot of other women.

The doctor returned Dawn’s smile. They had gone past the full hour she allowed for consultations. The buzzer had sounded and a patient was waiting.

“How old were you when the women actually separated?” she asked Dawn.

“Fourteen,” Dawn said. “It was my first year in boarding school.”

Dr. Shinefeld hesitated. “I’m reluctant to end now because I have other questions I’d like to ask. But there’s someone waiting. Would you like to come back later this week?”

Dawn shrugged. “Sure. If you want me to.” She switched off the tape recorder and returned it to her satchel.

For a moment Dr. Shinefeld considered asking her to come without it the next time. Then she decided the moment wasn’t opportune. The truth was that she would have liked to ask Dawn for a copy of the transcript.
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As it turned out, the request was unnecessary. Dawn began the next session, at two o’clock on Friday afternoon, by offering the doctor a copy. “In case you should find it useful.”

“Thank you,” the doctor said. “That was very thoughtful.”

Dawn had an overnight bag with her as well as her satchel. She was going from the doctor’s office to Penn Station, where she would board an Amtrak Metroliner to Boston. She was going to visit Tony and her husband.

“A man?” Dr. Shinefeld asked.

Dawn nodded.

“Was he the reason for the divorce?”

Well, Dawn thought, yes and no. Vera claimed that Tony had left her for Leonard Silverstein, but Tony said it wasn’t true and that Vera had really left her, in spirit if not in body, years before. Where once Vera had met her eagerly at the door, Tony claimed, now her “housewife” barely seemed to notice her arrival. Where once Vera had listened with reasonable interest and unwavering support to Tony’s stories of her day among students and faculty, now Vera seemed uninterested in Tony’s life and increasingly turned in on herself. Restless. Vera had started talking about going to Europe at the very beginning of that school year — just as it became impossible for Tony to do so.

And Vera was drinking. Liquor had been a problem in the Henley family, and for a long time Vera had refused anything stronger than beer. But gradually she’d begun to drink whiskey, and by the time Dawn was preparing to leave for boarding school Vera was drinking quite heavily.

Dawn herself, by the way, had never really accepted the boarding school decision, although she didn’t argue because she took it to mean that Vera and Tony didn’t want her with them anymore. She’d been over all that a good deal with Dr. Seaver . . . Strangely enough, she’d felt the same way about her graduation trip to Europe. That she was being sent away. Some sort of collusion between Vera and Dr. Seaver. So she wouldn’t notice that her sessions had ended.

For a while Dawn had believed that Vera’s decision to send her to boarding school had nothing to do with her — Dawn’s — developing sexuality, with the fact that she was growing breasts, had begun to masturbate, and so on. Lately she’d become uncertain again. It was the punishment aspect. While she was with Dr. Seaver she’d lost the sense of having been sent away as a punishment, but now it was back . . . as though she’d never really believed his version. It was only that his ideas had been more powerful than hers in her own mind while she continued to see him.

Dawn was quiet. For the first time in the hour she seemed uncertain of what she wanted to say next. Perhaps she was waiting for a response.

“How did you find boarding school?” the doctor asked.

“Oh, it was all right. At first I was miserable, but then I got used to it. Like the others. But when I went home for . . . I couldn’t wait to go home for Christmas, and when I got there, it was awful. Tense and unpleasant. Different from ever before. I should’ve known something was up. Then, when I went home again at Easter . . . Tony was gone.” Dawn paused where perhaps her voice had once broken as she remembered. “The whole house was quiet. Tony was the one who made noise, who talked, who played music. I still . . . when I remember . . .” She shuddered. “The only important thing that happened to me at Sidley was the art classes. I learned to make lithographs. Art class was the only reason I wanted to go back after the accident. What I didn’t want . . . Vera rented our house and moved down to Westchester to be near me at Sidley. That hurt me almost as much as the divorce. It was the only house I’d ever lived in.”

“The only house?”

“Mmm.” Dawn seemed barely to notice the question. “But once Vera made up her mind . . . She took an apartment near school, and I had home study until I could walk again. I still lost half a year. I couldn’t concentrate on my work and I was having terrible dreams. It was worse after the casts came off. And even worse when I was finished with the crutches and the neck brace. They were so awful, they gave me some kind of focus. Once they were off I became aimless. I didn’t want to do anything. That was when Vera started bringing me to New York to see Dr. Seaver. Later she went back to Marbury and I came in on the railroad.”

“Do you think Vera chose a male analyst on purpose?”

“I think she got a few names from the guidance people at school and talked to them all. He sounded the smartest to her. Actually, I think they were all men. She just took it for granted that I should . . . He was terribly smart, as you probably know. I should say, he is.”

Dawn laughed, a little embarrassed.

“Anyway, it was that year that I started making prints. Someday I’ll show you . . .” She laughed again, embarrassed again. “I forgot. This is a consultation. If you think I should continue, you’re going to send me to someone else.”

“Not necessarily,” Dr. Shinefeld said. “I know we began on the phone on that basis, and I’ll be happy to refer you elsewhere if you want me to. But if you’d rather work with me, as long as you have a certain flexibility in your hours, I can see you when I return from vacation. After Labor Day.”

Dawn smiled sadly. “Labor Day. When all the analysts come back to New York and give birth to their patients.”

But her manner had altered radically in that moment after Dr. Shinefeld’s offer to continue seeing her. She had become almost childlike, and there were tears in her eyes.

A few moments passed.

“When are you leaving?” she asked after a moment.

“The end of July. Two weeks,” the doctor told her.

“Will I see you until then?”

“It can be arranged.”

Dawn nodded.

“You remind me of Tony . . . except that you’re bigger. And not so fluffy.”

Dr. Shinefeld smiled, and they paused together in that restrained mutual good feeling that was so essential to satisfactory treatment while raising such difficult issues for those involved in it.

“What I was going to tell you before,” Dawn said after a while, “was that I did a series of lithographs, in my last year at Sidley. My last year with Dr. Seaver. I was making the best one to give to Dr. Seaver on my birthday.” She smiled. “I wanted to give it to him on his birthday, but he wouldn’t tell me when it was.” Amusement didn’t keep her from falling into sadness, now. “Anyway, he didn’t want me to give him anything on my birthday or his. He’d already begun talking about the end of treatment. That was why I made that series in the first place . . . That whole year was a nightmare. Not exactly a nightmare; I just didn’t feel anything most of the time. I don’t understand what happened to me. He thought I was all right, but I wasn’t.”

“Have you considered seeing Dr. Seaver again — rather than another analyst? Or at least talking to him before you see someone else?”

“Oh, yes,” Dawn said. “Of course. It was the first thing I thought of when I woke up. I was knocked unconscious and I bruised my head on the steering wheel, but I wasn’t hurt, just shaken up. There was something else that happened, actually. Before the accident. But I don’t know if I can talk about that yet. It may have to wait until September.”

The doctor nodded.

“When I came back from Europe three weeks ago and I knew . . . something was wrong . . . I called and said I needed to talk to him. He said it was too soon and I guess I pleaded with him but. . . Anyway, I called again last week, after the accident, and when I told him he said he’d see me . . . Vera didn’t think it was a good idea. I think she knew that I loved him too much. She thought I should see a woman and I liked that idea, in a way, but first I needed him to know what had happened to me . . . I’d brought the print. Not to give him. I just needed him to see the message. The words were very important. I showed it to him, thinking of all the times we’d argued about it, and I kept waiting for the light to go on. He was finally going to understand this terribly important thing and explain it to me, and then I’d feel better. Instead he said, Nice work, Dawn. You’re doing some really nice work. Keep it up. He didn’t even remember the arguments! I felt as though I had no importance to him at all, and never had. I was less than a patient, I wasn’t even a person!”

“Was that when you decided to see a woman?” the doctor asked after a moment.

“You’d think so,” Dawn said with a wry smile, “but not quite. I was still. . . You have to understand something. Vera was my father until I met Dr. Seaver. Then he became my father. He didn’t stop being my father just because he wouldn’t see me anymore.”

Dr. Shinefeld glanced at the clock.

“Is it time for me to go?”

“We have another minute or two.”

“I don’t remember what I was saying.”

“We were talking about when you decided to see a woman.”

“Oh. Yes. Well, I told him I was thinking of doing that. And he said I had to make the decision myself. He could refer me to some good women analysts if that was what I wanted. Or, he said, perhaps it would be just as well to work it out with him. I was about to thank him. Or to cry. And then he added . . .” She paused, trying to get over the words. “. . . that since he knew me already, if I came to him the work would go much faster.” Her voice trembled, and her lips twisted so she wouldn’t cry.

“And that was the end for you.”

“Of course. I could see that the same thing would happen all over again.”

Dawn stood and stretched, then put the cassette player in the satchel.

The doctor picked up her appointment book and they arranged times for the following Tuesday and Friday. At Dawn’s request, regular appointments were scheduled for the additional week in July. Dawn was staying in Westchester with a friend from Sidley. She would spend August with Vera in Vermont.

The hour was at an end. They walked together to the door, which the doctor opened.

“Dawn?” the doctor asked on impulse as the girl passed over the threshold, “what were the words at the bottom of the lithograph?”

“Dylan Thomas,” Dawn said. “After the first death there is no other.”
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At the outset of her third visit, Dawn offered Dr. Shinefeld a transcript of the second, then seated herself, as she had previously, in the chair facing the doctor’s. Dr. Shinefeld hadn’t spoken again with Vera Henley. The matter of Dawn’s continued visits had been arranged between the girl and her aunt.

“In your analysis with Dr. Seaver,” Dr. Shinefeld asked as Dawn reached for the tape recorder, “did you lie on the couch?”

“Yes, sure,” Dawn said, momentarily distracted from the machine.

“Would you like to do that now?”

Dawn glanced at the couch uneasily.

“I feel as though I hardly know you,” she said, then laughed. “I know that’s not the only reason, because Dr. Seaver asked me the second time and I did it right away. I guess I feel as though . . . if I lie down, I’ll get attached to you. And I don’t want to get attached when you’re just going away for the longest time.”

“Tell me about the longest time.”

“No,” Dawn said after a moment. “I don’t want to talk about that now. I’ll do it when I come back.”

She had been looking toward the couch, avoiding the doctor’s eyes, which she now met. “You know that I’m not a lesbian, don’t you?”

“Actually,” the doctor said, “I don’t know anything about your sexual preferences.”

“Well then, we’re even,” Dawn said. “Because neither do I.” She giggled. “I mean, I don’t actually have any at the moment. Yes, that’s what I mean. I prefer at the moment not to have any sexual preferences.”

Dr. Shinefeld smiled. There was a lengthy silence.

“I had an abortion when I came back from Europe.”

“Oh?”

“I never slept with my boyfriend until April. My then boyfriend. Alan Gartner was his name. Not that it matters. I never even worried about getting pregnant, that was the weird part. Before that, I didn’t sleep with him just because I didn’t feel like it. I never slept with anyone before him, either. He thought I was on the pill but I wasn’t on anything. I’m chattering like this because the whole business made me crazy and still does.”

“When did you have the abortion?”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Three weeks ago. A week before the accident.”

“Don’t you think you might feel a little less crazy if you talked about it?”

Dawn studied the doctor’s face. “You know what I’m thinking? That I still haven’t turned on the tape recorder and you don’t want me to turn it on.”

The doctor was silent.

“I wish I could understand why you don’t like it.”

“It might be more useful to understand why you do like it.”

“Are you going to make me put it away?” Terribly anxious and childlike.

“No, but I’d like to keep talking about it.”

Dawn laughed. “Okay. Go ahead. Talk.” There was a nervous, slightly hostile edge the doctor hadn’t heard in her voice before. Dawn switched on the recorder.

“You could die,” Dawn said after a moment. “Or get sick. Or go away on vacation and never come back. Or maybe get sick of seeing me. The first year or two I was seeing Dr. Seaver he never went away for more than a week at a time. Then suddenly . . . everything changed. August! Easter! Christmas! I don’t know what else. The first time he went away for August I really thought I was going to die before he got back. I went up to be with Vera, but then I couldn’t stand being there. She was so unhappy. But that wasn’t it. Dr. Seaver ruined me for people like Vera. It wasn’t just that she didn’t understand anything that had happened to me. She doesn’t want to understand things like that. She’s all closed off. It was worse than being alone . . . It wasn’t just because Tony was gone. Tony was right, Vera was the same only more so. Before Dr. Seaver, I thought that was just the way men were . . . Anyway, Vera couldn’t even stand it when I played the radio. I think music reminded her of Tony, so she just decided to shut that out of her life, too.”

Dawn shuddered. “I left after four days. I felt guilty but. . .I told Vera I’d taken a couple of incompletes and I had to work in the school library. I was really going to Boston. To Tony. But I didn’t want to tell her that. She’d have felt worse. Not that she ever let me know how she felt . . . Anything I know about what happened between them I know from Tony. I figured I’d be able to talk to Tony about how I felt, but even she didn’t really understand. Not the way Dr. Seaver did. Sometimes I didn’t even have to explain things to him . . . He spoiled me for other people, you see . . .” A long pause, and then, her voice breaking: “That was the worst of it. He spoiled me for everyone else in the world and then said I had to get along without him.”

Dawn had picked Alan Gartner because he was older than the boys from school and looked a little like Dr. Seaver. He had black hair and he was very tall and skinny, with tortoiseshell glasses. And he was reasonably intelligent. Boys, as Dr. Shinefeld had probably noticed, were terribly boring, and Alan was somewhere in between Dr. Seaver and the boys of the world. He had a doctorate in literature but was acting with an improvisational group at a café in the Village. During the last year she’d tried to explain to Dr. Seaver about the difference between going out with a Young Man and a Man. Dr. Seaver had told her a lovely story, as a matter of fact, about his daughter. (She hadn’t known until then that he had a daughter and she’d been horribly jealous; she had a dream in which his real daughter died and he adopted her to take the real daughter’s place.) Anyway, when Dr. Seaver’s daughter was in nursery school, she’d asked one day who she could marry who wasn’t already taken. He had explained that by the time she was ready to marry, there would be many boys who were ready too, and he’d mentioned two or three from her nursery school whose names he knew.

“Oh, no!” the little girl had protested vehemently, “I don’t want a boy! I want a man!”

Dawn had understood very well the point of that lovely anecdote. But she was quite old enough to understand that people grew up and changed. Boys, on the other hand, didn’t change fast enough. There might have been a time when it made sense for girls to wait for them. But in this world, why would you wait for someone to grow up when the chances were he’d leave you for someone else when he did? Of her three best friends at school, the parents of two had been divorced during the last three years because the man left for a younger woman. The third — that was Bevvy Gartner, actually, Alan’s younger sister — her parents’ marriage had been what you might call open at one end from the beginning. Bevvy’s father had always done pretty much what he wanted without having to pay for two households. Probably he’d leave, too, once Mrs. Gartner got old and pathetic enough so she really needed him. Alan still lived at home when he wasn’t traveling or living with some girl who had her own apartment. It seemed to Dawn that more and more kids weren’t exactly leaving home, and maybe it was because they didn’t have real homes to leave.

The office was quiet. The sounds from Central Park West were muffled by the air conditioner’s hum. Briefly Dr. Shinefeld had a sensation familiar to her from other moments of intense absorption in patients’ lives — that the office wasn’t in a large building but was floating around freely somewhere in space with the two of them inside. It was at times like this that she most missed cigarettes. For a while after she’d stopped smoking, she had kept a saucer of rock candy on her little table and sucked on a piece when she felt in danger of being sucked too thoroughly into a patient’s psyche. Occasionally, though, forgetting herself, she’d crunched on the candy, and once a patient had leaped off the couch, at once frightened and angry, demanding to know what she was doing. It was all very well to analyze the patient’s fear of being devoured, but of course one wasn’t allowed to be the active catalyst for such associations. Pencils weren’t bad to chew, but pens were better for taking notes, which she found herself doing now. She had the wry thought that she was going to miss the transcriptions once she’d persuaded Dawn to leave the recorder at home.

“So,” Dr. Shinefeld said, “if I die while I’m on vacation, you will have a piece of me in the transcriptions.”

Abruptly Dawn sat up and swiveled around on the couch. “You’re not sick, are you?”

“Not that I know of.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll tell me how old you are.”

“No.”

“You’re not that old. You look about Tony’s age and she’s . . . forty. Much younger than Vera . . . Vera’s healthy as anything . . . You can’t even promise me” — but she seemed almost to be trying to find a way to bear to do what the doctor wanted her to do — “that you won’t get sick.”

“No,” the doctor said. “Although I’m also a rather healthy person.”

Dawn didn’t speak or move.

“There is one promise I can make to you,” Dr. Shinefeld said after a while. “That I won’t ask you to leave here until you’re ready. In other words, you can be the one to decide when you’re finished.”

“Finished.” Dawn’s eyes filled with tears and her voice quivered. “That has such a funny sound. People don’t get finished. They’re not jobs. Or books.” But she relaxed in the chair.

“It’s the analytic work that gets more or less finished.”

“But what if I finish and I leave and then a week or a month or a day later something terrible happens to me? Something I have to talk to you about?”

“Well, in that case you’d call me up and come back and we’d talk about it.”

“Why wouldn’t Dr. Seaver let me? What was such a big deal?” Dawn cried. “He said I was going out into the world, that I had to really be finished. Then, when I found out I was pregnant and came home to have the abortion, I called him up and . . . He was still. . . In my mind . . . I don’t really want to tell you this. . . If Alan’s sister wasn’t my best friend, if I hadn’t needed her help, I never would’ve told him. In my mind Alan had nothing to do with the baby. I mean, he was barely in my mind at all. It was Dr. Seaver who was there. I kept thinking, now he’d have to understand. I really don’t know what I thought he’d understand. Except . . . This is awful. I don’t know if I can say it . . . I delayed. The abortion. This is very hard for me to talk about. In my house . . . I didn’t know about menstruation until I got to boarding school. Which was before I got my period, fortunately. Even Tony didn’t like to talk about those things. Anyway, I didn’t want to have the abortion right away. The truth was, I’d been feeling sort of nice while I was in Europe, and I’d thought to myself, Dr. Seaver was right, it was really hard for a while but I’m getting over him. It never occurred to me that . . . It was as though Dr. Seaver had left a big hole right in my center and somehow it had gotten filled up. I didn’t know — at least I didn’t know I knew — it was only that I had his . . . the baby . . . It was his baby in my mind, not stupid Alan Gartner’s, and that was why I was all right.” Dawn was crying. “I didn’t want to give it up. At least not until I was ready. I didn’t want to lose the baby just because I wasn’t supposed to have it in the first place!”

Now she was crying in earnest, the only sign that she wasn’t oblivious to the world outside herself, Dr. Seaver, and her aborted baby being that at some point she clicked off the recorder.

“No sense recording seventeen hours of me crying my eyes out,” she said when the tears had finally abated. “I hardly ever cried until I got to Dr. Seaver’s. Vera and Tony used to tell me how when I was little, if I fell and hurt myself, I never cried.”

“Why do you think that was?”

The question surprised Dawn. “I don’t know. They thought I was brave. I might’ve talked about that a little with Dr. Seaver. I remember telling him I just didn’t mind if I hurt myself a little. What’s the big deal if you fall off a bike and scrape your knees.” There was no bravado in her voice. She was puzzled at how easily girls cried. “Crying is worse than most of the reasons people cry.”

“Why?” Dr. Shinefeld asked.

Dawn turned on the tape recorder. “It can make you choke, for one thing. Especially if you’re lying down. Dr. Seaver said I choked to cut off the bad feelings . . . as though I were afraid of getting them out of my system . . . but I don’t think that was right. It’s more that I can’t help it. I choke if I cry a lot.”

“Why did you turn on the tape recorder just now?”

“Because I could tell I was going to cry.”

“But after you cried, you didn’t turn it right back on.”

“What were we talking about?”

“You said that crying was more unpleasant than most of the reasons people cried, and I asked you why.”

“And that’s when I turned it back on.” Dawn laughed. “Well, I can believe it. Just thinking about the question . . . It makes me uncomfortable. It makes me wish I had a friend here.”

“I guess that’s why I don’t like the tape recorder,” Dr. Shinefeld said.

“Cassette player,” Dawn corrected.

“I feel as though it’s your friend and it comes between us.”

Dawn laughed but then quickly became serious. “It’s not that I don’t like you. I don’t even want anything to be between us. I want to feel better. If I didn’t like you . . . Dr. Seaver gave me three names. I picked yours first. But if I didn’t like you I would have tried the others.”

“Was my name the first on the list?”

“No, the last. But he said there was no order of preference.”

“Why do you think you picked mine?”

“I don’t know. I liked the sound of it. It sounds like water gurgling. Lululululu.” Dawn giggled. “And Shinefeld. A shining field. It sounds so wonderful. I thought you must be beautiful. I had to see what you looked like. You are beautiful, you know. I can’t tell if you’re one of those people who can tell she’s beautiful, because it’s not in the conventional way. Not where I come from, anyway.” A long pause. “I remember when I was looking at the piece of paper he gave me.” Slow and thoughtful, now — Dawn was trying to remember the details. “The other two were on the East Side, so they were less convenient to school. On the other hand, with the Number Five bus, that’s no big deal. And they were both in Dr. Seaver’s neighborhood, so I’d maybe see — Oh, my God! I know what it was. It was your initials. They’re the same as Dr. Seaver’s! I remember how they struck me when I was looking at the piece of paper, because he makes his capital letters five times as big as the small ones.” Dawn turned off the cassette player. “You see,” she said, “I really couldn’t bear not to see him anymore. But I couldn’t see him, either. It was too frightening. So I picked someone safer. A woman with his initials. I was hoping from the beginning you’d say I could keep seeing you. I didn’t know what I would do if I had to try the others.”
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Lulu Shinefeld turned the corner of Seventieth Street onto Central Park West. It was ten to two and she’d just finished lunch. The day was crisp and sunny, and she was minding that she had to go back indoors. As she walked toward her building, Lulu became simultaneously aware of the doorman grinning at her and the girl with her face hidden behind a camera — of course it was Dawn — snapping pictures of her.

Dr. Shinefeld smiled grimly and proceeded into the building. Dawn ran after her.

“Are you angry with me?”

“Let’s talk upstairs,” the doctor said.

Dawn’s mood in the office was contrite and extremely anxious. She was willing to apologize, to analyze, to do anything, in fact, that might appease the doctor short of offering to give up the film, which the doctor did not suggest she do.

“I’m going to make a series of prints,” Dawn said. “Of you, sort of. While you’re on vacation. But I need a photo to look at. Even if the print doesn’t end up having anything to do with the photo . . . I didn’t bring the cassette . . . I didn’t even transcribe the last tape . . . You’re angry with me.”

“I was a little annoyed,” the doctor said. “Not because you wanted to take a picture of me. I’m willing to talk about that. It’s more about your not asking. And with the fact that we weren’t in the office.”

“But I couldn’t do it indoors. I don’t have the right equipment. My flash is in Vermont. And if we’d talked about it, you would only have wanted to analyze me out of it. And if you had, then I wouldn’t have the photo!”

It was an unproductive session. Dawn was defensive and angry with the doctor for being angry when it was clear to her that the need to take the picture had been an absolute if she was going to give up the cassette recorder. It had seemed pointless to the doctor to deny an irritation that had been palpable to all concerned, but there were moments when she wished she had tried. Dawn spoke less freely than she had during previous visits, as though she were all too aware of the power of free association and was afraid that in the unraveling of the meaning of her act she would find herself giving up the film without really wanting to. On the other hand, it was surely self-defeating to deal with a girl who thought that crying was more painful than pain by pretending not to be annoyed at her acting out. In any event, Dr. Shinefeld was certain that the bond already established between them was strong enough to withstand this early storm and that Dawn would return as scheduled.
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At their next meeting it turned out that Dawn had believed Dr. Shinefeld might refuse to see her again. Her own anger during the previous session had been a conscious preparation for being cast out in disgrace. She and the doctor discussed on a rather elementary level the various degrees of anger, ending with that rage so powerful as to make one abandon another. Dawn said that neither Tony nor Vera had ever really gotten angry with her. Vera was very firm and had no problem giving orders or forbidding various activities. But there was little visible change of emotion if Dawn did occasionally, very occasionally, disobey. Tony was light and gay, tending to respond to both good and bad with little jokes and laughs and wasn’t Dawn a wonderful girl? Dawn had never experienced the feeling she knew was common among her friends, that a benevolent parent had turned into a raging beast. Bevvy Gartner said that when she was younger she’d called her mother the Hulk, after the comic strip man who, when he was angry or in pain, metamorphosed into a great green monster.

“Did I turn into a great green monster?” Dr. Shinefeld asked.

“Well, no,” Dawn said, “but I thought that if you let even that much show, there must be much worse somewhere. Analysts don’t usually show anything at all.”

“You generally see us in the office. Away from our offices we’re just like other people.”

“I wonder,” Dawn said. “I wonder if that’s possible.”
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The snapshots of Dr. Shinefeld had been overexposed and came back from the drugstore with the doctor’s face blurred. Dawn was in a panic.

“Are you thinking it’s just as well?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the couch. She didn’t want to lie down. “Maybe I did it on purpose. Set the meter for the wrong exposure. I had to fail because I knew you wouldn’t want me to do it. But I needed them. I still do. I’d be afraid to go through that whole routine again and make you angry again, but that doesn’t mean I need them less than I did before.”

“Tell me.”

“I have told you.” The girl was wild-eyed. “I’m sick of saying the same thing over and over again.”

“Why?”

“It’s like a kind of whining. I don’t like to whine. I get sick of myself. And it doesn’t help.”

“Sometimes,” the doctor pointed out, “as you repeat yourself, new elements are added.”

“I can’t.”

“Can’t what?”

“I don’t know. I can’t go past a certain point. It’s as though there’s a wall. Once or twice I tried to find out what was behind the wall, but . . . It’s solid . . . Oh, my God, every time I think of the photos I want to run out of here screaming.”

“Talk about that.”

“I can’t. I’m at the wall.”

“I know that it might be difficult for you to lie down just now,” the doctor said, “but if you could do it anyway, and say what comes to mind, something useful might come up.”

Dawn lay down, but her body didn’t relax at all.

“My mind is a blank. I mean it. I’m not saying it just to . . . Even the normal things aren’t there . . . Usually when my mind wanders, I make up stories about the rug. About the people who wove it, say, or the dyes they used for the colors. Now when I say dyes, I think about dying without the e and then I’m right back at the wall.”

“Is the wall about dying?”

“No. It’s just a wall that keeps me from getting anyplace.”

“A place you want to go?”

“No. There’s no place I want to go.”

“So the wall is sort of protective. It serves as —”

“Don’t you see?” Dawn burst out. “We’re sitting here talking about walls and all I can think of is that I don’t have a picture of you!”

“Then maybe you’d better talk about what you’d planned to do with it.”

“First I was going to make copies and put them in different places so I couldn’t lose all of them. Then I was going to enlarge the best ones, maybe one up to poster size if the image held. Then I was — What’s the sense of all this? I don’t have it! I don’t have anything of you!”

“Don’t you have me, in a sense, even when I’m not here?”

“No! I don’t! Certainly if I can’t be sure you’ll ever be here again! I was going to do a lithograph . . . not just one, another whole set . . . something with the rug. You and the rug.” She rambled on about various projects she’d considered in connection with the photographs, but when she stopped talking, she was as rigid and upset as she’d been all along.

“Tell me,” the doctor said after a long pause, “about After the first death there is no other.”

There was a moment when the tension in the room was as powerful as an electric charge. Then Dawn’s body went through a remarkable series of motions, beginning with a violent shaking of her head, back and forth on the pillow, the movement then extending to her hands, her torso, and finally her legs, all thrashing around in a series of violent, rigid motions that resembled nothing so much as the convulsions of severe colic. Finally she relaxed, quite thoroughly. Her body took on the air of a beatified saint. Several minutes passed.

“Uh . . .” Dawn said, “. . . What were we talking about?”

The doctor debated whether to answer the question. Finally she said that they’d been talking about the lithographs Dawn had done.

“Oh, yes,” Dawn said easily. “You mean, the First Death series? What about it?”

When the doctor failed to respond, Dawn sat up and turned around. “If you don’t answer I can’t tell for sure that you’re there.”

The doctor smiled. “I’m here.”

“I know. But when I can’t see you I don’t always feel as though you are . . . You know, when I was a little kid I could never stand to play hide-and-seek. I couldn’t stand to be It. And if I was hiding I was too worried about how It would feel, so I’d let her see me or make some noise so she’d find me . . . Something happened to me just now but I don’t know what it was.”

The doctor waited.

“Did you know something happened to me?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Because I don’t know what it was, but it was pretty weird. And it would be weirder if you thought everything was normal.”

“Mmm. I can understand that.”

“But what happened?”

“Maybe you can tell me what you remember.”

“I don’t remember anything,” Dawn said. “That’s the funny part. I was in a white space. Once or twice with Dr. Seaver I was in a white space, but it wasn’t complete because the words white space were printed in it. This was total.” She shuddered. “What’s that about?” But she was fairly calm. “I’m not scared now,” she said after a moment. “But if I don’t know what happened I’m going to be scared later.”

“In fact,” the doctor said, “I think that’s what happened. You got scared.”

“Of what?”

“Well. . . of something I said. It’s possible that I was too abrupt with you.”

“Too abrupt? How? What did you say?”

“I referred to the caption on the lithographs.”

“After the first death?” Dawn was incredulous. “But how could that bother me? I’ve been trying to find out. . . For most of the last year I was with Dr. Seaver I was trying to get him to . . . I need someone to tell me what it’s about.”

“Sometimes,” the doctor said, “a patient wants to know what something’s about in order to gain mastery over it with words . . . without actually living through the painful feelings that meaning involves . . . She may be terribly eager to learn some why but also quite frightened to know. It makes sense if you realize that virtually every aspect of life that’s been buried has been buried for what the self considered to be an excellent reason. In other words, she’s trying very hard to find out something she already knows but wishes she didn’t.”

Dawn giggled. “I like that.”

The doctor was silent.

“But if I didn’t want to know, why did I keep trying to find out?”

“Did you?”

“You know that I kept asking.”

“Asking what?”

“To bring him the lithograph.”

“Why?”

“I needed him to see it. Part of it was showing off, but also I needed him to see what was written on the bottom.”

“Why?”

“So he could tell me what it meant.”

“Did you ever just say the words to him?”

A long silence. “I’m trying to remember. I must have. I’m not sure. I think . . . The truth is, sometimes I tried and I couldn’t. I got all choked up. That’s why I wanted to show it to him. I couldn’t say the words.”

“Why do you think that was?”

“I don’t know,” Dawn said. “I remember I was very excited about the whole series. I went around high all the time. Kids at school asked me if I was on something, but I was just naturally high. Of course I talked to him about it. I talked to him about everything. He was a part of everything I did . . . First I was doing this series of prints, then . . . I remember I felt mischievous when I said it was going to be for my birthday . . . Anyway, by then nothing I said got to him. You probably think I knew that, too. But I don’t think so. I think it was that I was desperate by that time. Nothing else worked. I don’t know what I mean by that. Yes I do. The part of what you’re saying that’s true . . . It wasn’t that I was afraid to know. It was more that I was afraid to unlock the last secret. I mean, I didn’t feel afraid. I hardly felt anything. But it kept passing through my mind that if I knew what that line meant, I’d know all I had to know, and then we’d really be finished.” She began to cry.

At their final session she had explained to Dr. Seaver that there was something terribly important they hadn’t figured out, a great secret of her life. He had said that many patients had that feeling at the end of an analysis, that if they’d only unlocked one more door, everything would be all right. In reality, life was difficult, and there was seldom a time when everything was all right. There were many secrets and many doors, and one didn’t stop opening them because one ceased having analytic sessions. She had learned a new system of thought, Dr. Seaver had told her, and she would continue to think that way, and to learn.

And Dawn had lain quiet on the couch, thinking, Don’t argue. It will feel worse if you argue. Don’t cry. You’ll get hysterical. You’ll choke.

Anyway, he’d been wrong. Because she hadn’t been able to think that way at all since he’d left her. That way of thinking was about him and therefore too painful. She hadn’t been vaguely analytic about anything she’d said or done since the first week of June. She still found herself reluctant to think analytically unless she was right here in the office.
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Dawn had forgotten the catalyst for her brief “fit” of amnesia. Indeed, she appeared to have forgotten the fit itself, although she was eager to discuss the issue of whether she’d been unfair to be angry with Dr. Seaver. She was looking for a way to return to her former state of untempered adoration.

The issue was a complex one for Dr. Shinefeld. A misstep might send the girl back to Seaver, apologetic at having “blamed” him for not understanding what he hadn’t been told and eager to resume the transference romance. Not only was the doctor reluctant to lose her patient, but she suspected that Seaver had been somewhat blinder than the circumstances dictated. She was coming around to the belief that like a number of other analysts, he had a deep resistance to exploring that period of life before the relatively comfortable and specific Oedipal attachment began. This was the most difficult and frightening period of life for the obvious reason that words did not exist that were adequate to describe the overpowering feelings engendered in an infant who did not yet have words to describe and sort out those feelings. If that were the case, then, Dr. Shinefeld thought, she might be more helpful to Dawn than Dr. Seaver could be at this stage.

“Dawn spent considerable time evaluating the merits of female as opposed to male psychiatrists and eventually held fast in her determination to return to regular treatment with Dr. Shinefeld. The matter of the first death seemed to have vanished and would not reappear until August had come and gone and the bond between Dawn and the doctor had been reestablished.



2

[image: Images]

LULU SHINEFELD, who remembered her childhood as having been spent in dark, quiet places, entered her element as soon as there were more than three people in a room and got high on crowds. Now, at the beginning of August’s first big party, she walked briskly across the great lawn from the East Hampton cottage she shared with her two sons (and until recently with her husband) to the larger home of her landlords and best friends, Bonnie and Duke Mayer.

Lulu always arrived early and stayed late at parties, but the boys, who were seven and eight years old, had gone over even earlier to swim in the big pool that Duke Mayer’s father, the original owner of the estate, had installed when his beloved wife became too feeble, at the age of seventy-three, to negotiate the ocean’s fierce waves — not to speak of the several hundred yards that sloped down to the beach.

The pool was sixty feet long, and a number of children, including Lulu’s boys, were diving and playing water volleyball—kids never seemed to just swim anymore. A few adults, all familiar to Lulu from East Hampton or from social and professional groups in New York, lounged around the pool or watched Duke set up the barbecue. Bonnie brought out a tray to the barbecue pit and stood talking to Duke and their guests for a moment. Lulu halted her approach to watch them standing there, in front of the great white house with its green shutters and seven brick chimneys.

They were a perfectly matched set, Duke and Bonnie Mayer, tall and lean with dark eyes, curly black-gray hair and complementary tennis serves. For all the years she’d known them (it was only seven, actually), Lulu still marveled when she came upon them together, looking like a world-class brother and sister team in some utopian sport where people improved as they edged past forty. If Lulu’s ties to Bonnie were deeper, together the Mayers were her best friends, not to say the parents of her children’s best friends. Both were analysts: Duke, a psychiatrist; Bonnie, like Lulu, a clinical psychologist. They all lived in the same building on Central Park West — the Mayers in a duplex penthouse, Lulu and her family in a three-bed- room apartment two stories below — and had met when Bonnie and Lulu were wheeling their infant sons to the playground every day. If it was unfair to say that Bonnie and Duke had been instrumental in the break-up of Lulu’s marriage, it was reasonable to say that the idea of them, of people who liked each other so much and understood one another so well, had put additional stress on a troubled marriage.

Cars slammed in back of Lulu.

Bonnie moved.

The moment passed.

Three people overtook Lulu as she moved toward the patio, a man and two women, glancing, as they passed, to see if she was someone they knew. Lulu nodded pleasantly; they commented on the perfect day. Lulu found herself pretending to have forgotten something and fell behind. She wasn’t quite ready to join the party.

There had been recent traumatic events in her life. This was the first distinct sign from the interior that she was not prepared to absorb them and move on.

Lulu walked over to the section of the lawn that rolled away from the pool and patio, around to the back of the big house, then down to the beach, where the sounds from what was still a small party were drowned by the steady crash of waves against the shore. The sky was light; the sunset was reflected on the water. Lulu wore a full-sleeved white cotton blouse and white pants, sashed with a bright blue and orange scarf, and sandals. Now she took off the sandals, rolled up her pants, and walked slowly along the water’s edge, holding a sandal in each hand, occasionally clunking the sole of one against the other as though she might, by this simple act, bring together her past and her present and proceed in some reasonable way.

She was forty years old and had left her second husband, Nathan Shinefeld, several months earlier for reasons that she sometimes thought he understood better than she did; certainly he had a better rhetoric to cover them. That Nathan had been dipping his toes into adulterous waters provided an excuse as much as a reason, although it was certainly true that she had always assumed that if one of them were going to screw around, it would be she; and indeed, in a world run according to the simple law of supply and demand, that would have been the case.

Perhaps she had been harboring through the years a need to avenge herself for the fact of her adored first husband’s having left her within months of their marriage, and when she was already pregnant — with her daughter, Sascha, now twenty-two years old and lost to her mother.

Perhaps. But when Lulu posed this possibility to herself, no emotional bells clamored back from the recesses of her brain.

What did ring a bell was a misquote, the only remembered part of a dream she’d had one morning that dispersed in the daylight as her eyes opened: No life at the end of the tunnel.

Her long marriage to Nathan Shinefeld had been mostly of the peaceful sort. Nathan was a well-meaning person who had married her when she was the mother of a three-year-old girl; who had, however reluctantly, aided and abetted her in bringing into the world two more children; who had encouraged her to use her energy and her underdeveloped intellect by returning to school for a Ph.D. and who then supported her training analysis as well as her efforts to set up a practice. He was also a man whose excellent brain had become ossified from inadequate exposure to the air outside the New York Psychoanalytic Institute; who had learned little or nothing from being a father, from being a husband, from being a person in a lousy world; a man for whom the Freudian prism had been a comfortable prison, a refuge from the very truths it revealed as well as from those it didn’t encompass; a man who, by remaining exactly the same for eighteen years, had deteriorated steadily in her eyes. Respect was so much more important than love, so much less ephemeral.

Then, too: Sascha had put the final exclamation point on her adolescent revolt by running away from home two months before high school graduation; and Lulu’s mother had committed suicide a couple of years later, the final salvo in a long war between herself and her husband to establish for once and for all just who was supposed to take care of whom. Lulu’s mother had taken an overdose of sleeping pills (a tautology, in Lulu’s opinion), and Lulu’s father had survived her death as he had survived his life, by putting away half a bottle of gin every night before dinner and an equal amount of Scotch during and after (he never let beer or wine interfere with his drinking).

If Lulu and Nathan Shinefeld had forged a stronger bond, they might have been able to hold fast through the strains of suicide, boredom and an adolescence of which Lulu’s sharpest memory was a scene in which she’d entered a marijuana-smoke-filled room pounding with music so loud as to bring tears to her eyes, faced half a dozen stoned adolescents (in this period Sascha seldom entered the house in other than wedge formation), shouted at Sascha to be heard above the music, shouted more frantically when Sascha ignored her, and had then become aware of her two infant sons, one a year and a half old, the other two years and three months, who had walked and crawled to a spot outside the door and were staring into the room as though their mother and Sascha were part of some exotic animal act.

What strong feelings were there that might hold Lulu and Nathan through these difficult times or, even more, through the blah times? Nathan’s feelings for Sascha were actually stronger than his feelings for his own sons, but Sascha was gone now, and in truth, Lulu’s sons seemed unaffected by either the storms or the lulls in the family. Almost from the beginning of their lives they seemed to have had that blessed sense that they were in this mess together, and the less they had to do with any of the grownups, the better off they’d be.

It wasn’t sexual feeling that had brought Lulu and Nathan together nor did sexual jealousy drive them apart, although it seemed to Lulu that Nathan’s adultery was of the meaner sort, not spurred by an oversupply of high spirit but by a desire for revenge against an imperfect wife and a recalcitrant daughter. Then again, it did appear that during this past decade, from 1965 to 1975, a decade just now beginning to go by the name of the sixties, a certain number of those rather blah families, not unhappy or happy but just suffering from an excess of real life, who in previous eras would have remained intact, instead came apart like the outer layers of some great package delivered to the world along with a warning note that a bomb was ticking under the surface of the nuclear family.

Besides, Nathan’s girl had the clap.

And when all that was taken care of, when the penicillin was absorbed and the apologies more or less swallowed, what was left? They had no real life together except on Saturday nights with a few old friends. She couldn’t even talk about her cases with him anymore; his responses were too predictable to be useful and his sense of humor — had he ever actually had one? — had been buried in an unmarked grave.

Lulu began picking theoretical arguments with him on subjects removed from her true concerns. She lost them the way she’d once lost chess games: After a classy start, she would become confused to realize that she’d provoked him out of a combination of sexual restlessness and aesthetic discontent, and then, impaled by her own insight, she would be unable to marshal her forces toward a triumphant end.

He didn’t bother to get angry with her.

In the end they came apart because there wasn’t even anger or nonsense between them.

The problem now was to believe that the separation had made some kind of sense, that she hadn’t disrupted everyone’s life (and finances) without getting closer to achieving a pleasant equilibrium for herself. It was difficult to accept that the end of a marriage that had given her so little, that had appeared to be so disconnected from her deeper self, had left her feeling depressed, disoriented, and devoid of sexual feeling.

In the past couple of months Bonnie had introduced her to three men with each of whom she’d gone through a similar experience: However well they originally concealed depression, at some point in the evening each would become aware of being in the company of another soul as needy yet as incapable of arousal or satisfaction as his or her self and then swiftly retreat, mentally if not physically, two masses of negative particles that might end up attached to anything but each other.

Lulu dried her feet on the grass, brushed off the sand, put on her sandals and walked slowly up the hill to the Mayers’.

By now there were close to a hundred people scattered around the grounds and clustered on the patio. More or less the usual. Duke’s pals from the Institute, a couple of whom had also hung on to their first wives. Duke was scrupulous in his analytic connections but generous in his acceptance of casual friends, which was just as well, for Bonnie tended to attract a wide range of humans whom she was incapable of rejecting if it happened to turn out that they were dumb or crazy, though as a concession to Duke, she would save them for the big parties where they couldn’t do much harm. There were Florence Klein and Hildegarde Rizzo of the No-Such-Thing-as-a-Vaginal-Orgasm Mafia. The man in plaid pants had an organic vegetable stand on Route 27 and played the cello with a middling good quartet during the winter.

Lulu’s older son, Teddy, came over to announce that he and his brother were sleeping at the Mayers’ after the party. She kissed the top of his head and he disappeared.

Nodding and smiling at the familiars, she moved swiftly toward the makeshift outdoor bar, where a lovely looking young man, who doubtless deplored what alcohol did to the temple of the body, was presiding over a large array of wine and beer and a small collection of hard liquor. Tossing a mental coin between prudence and the scant possibility of pleasure, Lulu asked for a dry gin martini on the rocks. An attractive gray-haired man came to the table, eyed Lulu for long enough to determine that she wasn’t nineteen or gentile and could be safely assumed to be an enemy of his new life, poured a glass of wine for himself, and left quickly.

She asked for a few onions in her martini.

“You know,” the bartender said earnestly, “it’s not really called a martini if it has onions in it.”

“No,” she said just as earnestly, “that’s not true. I know there are people who make that claim, but the real, honest-to-God truth is that if it has gin and vermouth in it, it’s a martini.”

They smiled at each other and Lulu moved away, first to the barbecue, where she picked up one of Duke’s House Specials, a Monumental Charcoal-broiled Burger with Barbecue-soy Sauce in a Pita Pocket, and got into a conversation with Karen Turner, a friend of hers and Bonnie’s, a lawyer who’d been left after fifteen years of a terrific marriage for a woman who looked so much like her as to have been her daughter — and indeed their ages were the only apparent difference between them. The new Mrs. Turner, with her husband’s encouragement, had entered law school within six months of the birth of her first child, and Karen Turner had made a vow not to deal ever again with a man she could take half seriously. Though she’d been assured by her friends that she could date most of the available men of her own age without violating this policy, Karen had preferred to play it safe. Her current friend was the tennis pro at a local club during the summer and wintered in Acapulco. Karen, in turn, introduced Lulu to two couples, Charles and Anna Herman being the ones whose names she remembered, for she had seen him occasionally at professional meetings and knew that Karen and his wife were with the same law firm.

Anna Herman was a small, thin woman with a pretty face, long, dark hair, a tense, rather childlike voice, and the kind of no-nonsense manner that very small women assumed when they were determined to be taken seriously rather than to get by on a certain natural benevolence that accrued to them from men. She divided her time between the Civil Liberties Union and various private cases of social interest.

Charles Herman, M.D., a psychiatrist, was a large, red-haired, freckled and balding leprechaun with a belly that protruded over his wrinkled white ducks to what appeared to be the point of hazard and the air of trying constantly to control chaos by chopping it, karate style, with his hands. He undercut his wife’s reasonable arguments on the subject of the insanity plea with a profusion of gestures and a series of sly jokes that Lulu might have found humorous had she not already decided that he was repulsive. Once or twice Lulu sensed that Charles Herman was mugging for her approval, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. His energy was threatening, his disorder suspect. If she wasn’t interested in a gray merger with another depressed person, she was far from prepared to deal, even casually, with this large, sloppy gnome whose desires flapped in her face like red longjohns from a clothesline. She finished her martini and the House Special and moved back toward the bar. The drink had already begun to do its work.

“May I have another one of those?” she asked gravely.

“One martini with onions coming up,” said the bartender, grinning.

She smiled. How sweet. He was flirting with her. Was he twenty-five years old? No. Closer to twenty. Well, what difference did that make? She had a kind of pleasant feeling that she hadn’t had in a long time. Of course, she hadn’t had a martini in a long time, either.

“But if I come back for another one,” she said, “give me a glass of water and send me away.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that,” the young man said.

“Promise to try,” Lulu said winsomely as he handed her the drink.

“Are you here with anyone?” he asked.

Lulu shook her head. “My kids. Or at least my kids are here and I’m here.”

“You want to go to a party after this thing?”

Lulu grinned. “This thing is actually a party.”

“Yeah.” He grinned back. “You know what I mean. A real party. With music.”

“Mmm,” said Lulu, who loved to dance. “Maybe.”

“My name is Brad,” said the young man.

Lulu laughed. “Not really . . . Brad. Brad Gibson?”

“You know,” Brad said, “you’re actually a very attractive woman.”

“Thank you,” said Lulu, who was getting better looking as she aged, or so she liked to think. Not so much better looking. It was that her features had been too strong for a young girl, her energy threatening until she developed a poise that promised the world that she could control herself without help from the outside.

Lulu drained the glass and held it out to him.

He whistled softly. “Water?” he asked. “Or maybe a white-wine spritzer?”

“A white-wine spritzer,” Lulu agreed readily. “That seems like a reasonable compromise.”

“You haven’t told me your name,” Brad said.

“I know,” Lulu replied, giggling. “That’s because I feel silly.”

She took the glass from him and, promising to find him later, moved away, down onto the grass, where a few people were having what appeared to be a spirited argument. Florence Klein was in the group, speaking angrily, gesticulating. And there in the middle, on a chaise longue, was Leif Seaver, whom Lulu hadn’t seen since some time before Dawn Henley had become her patient. She had better be careful to listen and not speak; already she had that lovely, drink-induced sense that nothing that happened here could matter very much. Quietly she sat down at the fringes of the group, examining Seaver, but not really listening yet.

Leif Seaver had done pioneering work on middle-aged men and the fear of death that led them to abandon their families and begin younger, duplicate families that would allow them, as they looked around each day, to pretend that they were fifteen or twenty years younger than the mark at which reality placed them. He had written movingly of the misery of many of these men, cut off from their own histories and suffering terribly: finding themselves at social gatherings with twenty-year-olds for whom they represented, at best, a paterfamilias; jogging frantically to rid themselves of middle-aged flab; feeling embarrassed upon bumping into old friends; living, often, with a continuing sense of unreality. One such patient of Dr. Seaver’s, a man highly esteemed in his profession and who had led an exemplary life, public and private, had, on the day he turned fifty, packed a suitcase, kissed his wife goodbye and moved to a hotel. Shortly after divorcing his wife, he had married a beautiful eighteen-year-old model and not long after that had suffered multiple fractures during a brawl at a discotheque when he tried to beat up a nineteen-year-old boy who made a pass at his new wife.

Another patient had been compared by Seaver to the hero of that brilliant movie, Seconds, in which the tired, middle-aged hero gives every cent he has to lose his suburban-husband identity. A flabby, white-haired man has plastic surgery, loses weight and does bodybuilding exercises. His hair is dyed, his vocal chords are cut, and his fingerprints erased. He comes out of it all looking and sounding like Rock Hudson and finds that his inner self was anchored to his outer being more securely than he’d ever realized, and that he has lost his very self in the rejuvenation process. A woman to whom he is drawn turns out to be, like himself, a “second.” A particularly haunting scene in the movie was one in which the hero returns to his suburban home, hoping against hope that his wife will recognize him, and of course being disappointed.

In fact, Lulu had noticed, this was a problem men didn’t face with their first wives, who actually became one point of a triangle that duplicated the early years of their first marriages, when there was a young bride waiting at home and a “mother” left behind, missing them terribly. There was also some evidence, also not discussed by Seaver, to suggest that in finding a young girl, these men were trying to retrieve the lovely young mother remembered from the years of their most intense Oedipal attachment.

In any event, Leif Seaver, having completed his work on the subject, had ditched his wife and four children for a hot-eyed, thirty- year-old graduate student who was charming, intelligent and able to move with assurance in academic circles. Nothing to laugh at in the obvious sense. Not one of those pathetic cases that made you wonder if the guy was interested in sex or just in breaking and entering. Nothing, really, to laugh at, at all. They had a two-year-old daughter and Mrs. Seaver was pregnant again. That was Mrs. Seaver sitting on the grass next to her husband’s chaise longue, her little girl asleep in what remained of her mother’s lap.

Lulu sighed. There were times when she could wax analytic- philosophical about it all, others when she couldn’t help but take it personally. Sometimes she knew it ill became her, a woman who’d left her husband when her boys were seven and eight years old, to condemn the male sex for parallel behavior. But after all, she’d left Nathan Shinefeld because she thought he was an awful schmuck; it wasn’t possible, unless it was essential, to live with someone you thought that of. These men were leaving women who were often, by the men’s own admission, more than satisfactory wives. For women, this epidemic lent to the aging process a sense of doom beyond its normal difficulties and humiliations. Women looked at a gray-haired man and saw father; men looked at a gray-haired woman and ran from death.
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