What Others Are Saying About Meredith Sue Willis's Trespassers
“Trespassers, the final volume in Meredith Sue Willis's luminous Blair Morgan trilogy, brings its West Virginia-born heroine to the brink of adulthood and to the epicenter of her generation's rage. It is 1967, and 20-something Blair is off to New York City to begin life on her own....The novel is different in tone than the earlier books of the trilogy, in which it was possible to detect the cadence of West Virginia (right down to Blair being called Blair Ellen by those who knew her then). This book is blunter, with more dialogue. There's no mistaking New York.”
-- Carol Herman in The Washington Times
“I finished reading Trespassers. I was enjoying it so much that I put it down with 20 or so pages left to go so I wouldn’t get to the end.... I took a break but then I had to get to the bust and beyond. I have to admit that my favorite character was Roy – his fish-out-of-water strange behavior appealed to me. Blair was great, and her transformation was fascinating. I wouldn’t call it a coming of age novel; more like a coming to the age novel, arriving at the point of mastery and wholeness.”
-- Hilton Obenzinger
“With the same attention to detail she brought to her character's small town childhood, Willis brings the people, ambiance and events of the urban experience out of the past and into a fresh light 30 years later. The silky locution that springs from the Appalachian heritage of storytelling is fully empowered here. Critics agree: Others have written of the same era, but few write as well.”
-- Claudia Ebeling in Bucknell World
“Willis demolishes dreaded Appalachian female stereotypes....Blair Ellen is a particular girl, to be sure, from a particular region of the country, which itself represents the reforming spirit of the turbulent ‛60's, but her aspirations and experiences in social action speak to a collective, inclusive identity which makes her a representative of her generation, not her region.”
-- Gina Herring, Appalachian Journal, Volume 25, Number 4, Summer 1998.
“It felt so “true” even though my 60's and 70's were not in Manhattan; nevertheless, there was something about the scene that just kept rushing back to me; friends, lost friends, politics, relationships, drugs, rock-n-roll, the heady reading...all of it– thank you for a wonderful story”
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Trespassers
Prologue: Blair's Story
Once there was a girl who lived in a small town in West Virginia. She and her best friend used to take hikes on the hill. Her mother always told her never to go alone, and never, even with her friend, go out of sight of the houses.
The little girl and her friend used to make up stories about what was on the other side of the hill. Sometimes they pretended it was a fairy city. Once her friend said a bad tramp lived there. No, said our little girl, it wasn't a tramp, it was a whole town of beggars, one-eyed and one-legged.
Yes! said her friend. And they would grab you and cut off your hand and make you become one of them!
Then, said the girl, we will become leaders of the One-Handed and go all over the world fighting for our people.
One day after school, the girl had to take homework to her friend, who was sick. She couldn't stay, because she wasn't supposed to catch the cold, but she didn't want to go home either. It was a beautiful fall day, and her own mother had a headache, and she walked slower and slower.
Without planning to, she turned up the road that ended at the farmer's gate and went on the hill by herself for the first time ever.
The air was cold, the sun was warm, and her heart beat rapidly with the thrill of transgression. She walked up the track past the algae-covered pond where the cow was standing and watching her. She walked past the deserted apple orchard where she and her friend had named their favorite trees. She climbed the hill, and went over the crest and was out of sight of town. Just ahead, behind a barbed wire fence, she saw what she had never seen before: a stand of trees with perfectly straight trunks, no undergrowth, and brilliant yellow leaves in the bright air.
She started toward the trees, but was stopped by a red sign nailed to the nearest tree and identical signs on the next tree and all the other trees:
NO TRESPASSING!
TRESPASSERS WILL BE
PROSECUTED!!
TO THE FULL EXTENT
OF THE LAW!!!
As if someone had known all along what she was doing and was giving her a harsh, red slap. She backed away, picked up speed as she ran down the hill. Not fair! her mind cried out. Who made the rules? Who owns trees?
That week-end, her friend got well and invited her to sleep over on Saturday night and to go to the Methodist church on Sunday morning. Our girl, a Baptist, had never been to a Methodist church. She hoped they wouldn't think she had switched sides. Everything went smoothly until they said the Lord's Prayer.
She had been taught to say, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors,” but at the Methodist church, they said, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.”
She went cold and sucked in her breath.
She vowed she would never say those wrong words, not even if it offended the strange Methodist God, who owned everything and knew what she had done that afternoon up on the hill.
Chapter One
When we arrived in New York City in a beat-up green Chevrolet, you could still use New York on Five Dollars a Day to find places to eat. It was October 1967, and we had driven north from Norfolk, Virginia, circling Washington, which was experiencing the biggest anti-war demonstration ever seen in the United States.
Listening on the radio, I wanted to be there, among the hundred thousand, but I had to get myself to New York first. I had been accepted for the spring semester at Barnard College at Columbia University. My acceptance, I believed, was based less on my grades and more on my impassioned essay about the work I had done as a VISTA volunteer in Norfolk. In writing the essay I had almost convinced myself to stay another year with my preschool playgroup and our grocery buying club. But my friends had left: they all seemed to have pressing real lives to get back to. But I didn't want to go back. I still saw home as too small, especially the little church college I had attended for a year. I believed inchoately that there was a natural progression, from small town to medium city to big city, from social service to political action. I was going to live in New York with my old room mate Shelley. I was going to get a job and be a worker and also go to college and be an intellectual while fighting for truth, justice and against the Vietnam war.
Five of us were migrating together in that old Chevrolet, although I would be going my own way once we arrived. Duchess Critchfield had, like me, chosen New York because it represented a new life. She had a cousin there and had long been determined to get away from what she called the Peckerwood South. With Duchess were her nine year old daughter Jewel, who didn't want to leave her friends and school in Norfolk; her baby King; and her white husband Roy, who was King's father but not Jewel's. Roy had left Appalachia at the same time I did to fight poverty in the city of Norfolk.
It was a contradiction, I suppose, that students like Roy and me were sent to work in urban ghettos while city kids went to the coal camps and hollows of Appalachia. Was it a good exchange? Through VISTA, West Virginia got Jay Rockefeller, who became governor and senator. People said they voted for him because he was too rich to steal from the state treasury.
I don't think the officials in Washington planned for VISTA to develop solidarity across race and regional boundaries: but here we were, Duchess, wearing a brand new Afro for her new life in New York City; Roy with his hair and moustache grown long like a British rocker; me wearing the bangs, braids, and leather headband of a Shawnee maiden who lived only in my imagination. We all, even baby King, wore denim.
The Chevrolet was taking a quart of oil every fifty or sixty miles, and the unexpected expense had strained our finances. The car smelled of petroleum and baby shit. We came off the New Jersey Turnpike, and the traffic seemed to tremble in waves of glass and metal, sluggish and becalmed. Even though it was October, we were too hot and humid. We passed the grimiest Arby's beef sandwich restaurant I had ever seen and eased down into the Holland Tunnel.
Where the traffic immediately came to a complete standstill.
Jewel pressed her face to the left rear window, one of the ones that didn't open, and said, “Mama, it's wet on the ceiling! Mama! It's wet up there!”
“Don't start something, Jewel,” said Duchess.
Jewel, a small beauty, limbs already lengthening, rhinestones in her earlobes, tiny decided chin, high cheekbones, said, “Mama, the ceiling is wet!”
At that moment the car coughed, choked, and Roy gave it such a burst of gas that we almost crashed into the trunk of the car ahead, but he kept the carburetor percolating.
Duchess said, “If we don't get out of here soon I'm going to start throwing up. I can feel it in my throat. And if this car breaks down in this tunnel, I am going to walk out of here.”
Roy said something I couldn't hear. No more quarreling, I thought. We're almost there.
Duchess said, “You know I can take care of myself, Roy. I'm a Licensed Practical nurse.”
This time I could hear Roy: “No way to forget that.”
“I can get a job anywhere. If I walk out on you, that'll be the last of me you'll ever see. Baby or no baby. And I don't mean King. If there's another baby, I'm going to walk out even if you get us through this tunnel. I mean it.” She bounced King on her lap and shook her head side to side. “I never should have married a white man, especially not some pathetic hangdog hillbilly white man.”
I meant to stay out of it, but I said, “I'm a hillbilly too, you know.”
“Maybe you're a hillbilly,” said Duchess, “but you're not a hangdog hillbilly. Mainly, you're not a man, and I'm not married to you.”
Roy, at the wheel with his head lowered, muttered, “If you go, you have to leave me King.”
“Leave you King,” said Duchess, really getting up a head of steam now. “Leave you King! Oh sure, you leave me with another one on the way and now King is big enough to be cute and smile a little bit and I leave you King. What about Jewel? Who's going to take care of Jewel?”
I wanted was to get away from them. They had become a family in all the bad ways, and I wanted to think about the Big Picture, Issues, not relationships. I said, “Why is the ceiling wet?”
King started to whimper. Duchess said, “Get me a bottle, Jewel.”
“I don't think there's any more bottles,” she said.
“Don't try to scare me, Jewel.”
“I'm not, there's no more bottles, Mama.”
“Keep looking.”
Roy lowered his forehead to the wheel, and all the beautiful wavy brown hair slid over his shoulders. He made a sort of moan.
“Do you want me to drive?” I asked. “You've been acting like you're half asleep, Roy.”
“I don't want to go here,” said Roy.
“Now he doesn't want to go to New York. Now Roy decides he doesn't want to go.”
“I never wanted to go to New York.”
“Then why didn't you say so before I gave my mother my furniture and called up my cousin in New York that we were coming?”
“Please!” I said. “Come on, you guys.”
Duchess turned around and fixed me with her eye. “Listen Miss Priss,” she said. “Listen Miss Blair Morgan Volunteer in Service to the Poor Colored Folk of America--”
“Former,” I said.
“Yeah, right,” said Duchess. “It's easy for you. You come to New York City, join your friend Shelley, go to college, get along with your life, you're fine, you're in good shape. All those folks down in Norfolk, they stay in their stinking little apartments, well I'll tell you I'm going to get some of what's mine—” King was getting louder, and she bounced him up and down. “Just nobody pay any heed to Roy. Roy likes to put the curse on things. Roy only sees the bad.”
Roy revived enough to drive us the next ten feet and then have to stop again. “I see good. I see King.”
King had fat little tan legs that he loved to stretch. He reached for Roy's hair and gurgled.
Jewel squeezed her face up between Roy and the baby. “You only like King?”
“You too,” said Roy, grinning. “I see you too.”
Duchess said, “Jewel, look for a bottle. I don't know who made Roy judge and jury of what's good and bad.”
Jewel said, “Wait, here's an old half bottle.”
“Aren't you afraid it's spoiled?” I asked.
“I don't want to hear from you, Blair,” said Duchess. She stuck the bottle in King's mouth.
Roy said, “If you would of nursed the baby. If you would of done it all natural.”
I pulled my denim pouch bag up in front of my face. I said, “How about if everyone shuts up please, what if we all shut up at least till we get out of this tunnel—”
Duchess said, “I'm talking. This place makes me nervous and when I'm nervous I talk. I'm not like you damn hillbillies. Living with a hillbilly is like living with a log.”
Let them quarrel, I thought. They were a family, their bad judgement to get tangled up with marriages and babies. I knew how to handle families. I wrote cheerful letters to my mother and father so they never knew what was going on with me. Let me out of this family nonsense as soon as possible. I had my stash of birth control pills, provided by Shelley, who had been my mentor in VISTA, and I hoped would be my mentor again in New York. I was going to live freely and untrammeled..
Jewel said, “The water's going to come in here and drown us. Mama, what do we do if the water comes in?”
“The water isn't going to come in.” Duchess had pulled King over on her lap, and we could hear him sucking and slopping the bottle.
“Maybe they washed the tunnel,” I said, but it didn't seem to be very clean.
Duchess said, “Yeah, it's not the river water coming in, it's just the damp.” She rocked King a little bit. “I love this baby King, but one pail of diapers is enough at one time.”
There was a cessation of an echo I hadn't even realized was there: and natural light--the very lack of a ceiling--as gray and grim as the sky seemed, like a rebirth of hope. “We made it!” shouted Jewel, and King pushed away his bottle and made an imitative crow. Duchess laughed, and I found myself not as tired as I'd thought. Jewel started bouncing around, and even though the buildings here were as dirty as the Arby's on the other side, they were taller and seemed to have more character.
“That's what I like about New York,” I said. “The ugliness has—presence, you know?”
Duchess passed King back to us so she could get out the instructions for finding her cousin's, and we began seeing exotic things: duck carcasses hanging in windows and baskets of vegetables on the streets, and phone booths like red pagodas. Jewel shouted, “Look! Japan!”
“Chinese,” I said. “This is Chinatown.”
Duchess said, almost affectionately, “Blair always got to open her encyclopedia big mouth and have the last word.”
But everything was fine now: our arguments were focused on how to get into the left hand lane, and how to find a place for a left hand turn, and the crazy drivers. We were all excited by our success, our audacity in being here, at last, in New York City.
I started to chatter: “I've been here a few times,” I said. “I have relatives who live in New Jersey, you know. So I've done the Empire State Building and Rockefeller Center and the Rockettes.”
“Does that mean you know how to get to my cousin's house?” asked Duchess. “Roy, look out for that taxicab!”
Roy said, “We have to do it now, or else we're going over that bridge.”
He made a screeching turn across traffic, onto a relatively quiet street crowded with parked trucks.
The Chevrolet lurched, coughed, and sputtered as if the extra effort to make that turn had been as much as it could manage. It lurched across an intersection and stopped next to a fire hydrant.
“It stopped,” said Roy.
“Well, start it,” said Duchess.
“It's not going to start, I can tell.”
“Don't put your hillbilly curse on things!” said Duchess. “Roy, don't always be putting a curse on things! Now start the car.”
The engine turned over, but didn't catch. After a few more tries, it didn't turn over anymore at all. “Shit,” said Roy. “Oh shit.”
Jewel's voice went high and dramatic. “Where are we, Mama? Do we know where we are?”
“We're in New York,” said Duchess, “and this rattletrap two hundred dollar Chevrolet just stopped running. And I'm calling my cousin to come and get us, and if she can't come and get us, then we'll take us a taxi cab, but one way or another, we're in New York. We can leave this old car right here.”
“We can't just leave it,” I said.
“We can if we have someplace else to put our stuff.”
“But what about the police--it'll get a ticket--”
Duchess said, “It's got Virginia plates and it's a piece of trash. We can take the plates off, if you're worried. Are you afraid the New York city police are going to put you in jail, Blair? Believe me, people like you don't go to jail unless they want to go to jail.”
“I don't know, it's not our city.”
“It's my city,” said Duchess. “I belong here. I wanted to come here when my cousin came, but I was pregnant with Jewel and then my mother was sick. I wanted to come here for my honeymoon, but this peckerwood was afraid. I always wanted to come here. As of this minute, right now, I belong here. Do you see a phone booth? I don't see a phone booth. Blair, you go across the street, it looks like some kind of office. Go in that open door and ask to use the phone. Here's my cousin's number.”
“It's your cousin!”
“Come on, Blair, the fat old white guy in there doesn't want to hear from me.”
“What fat old white guy? How do you know it's a fat old white guy in there, Duchess? I thought you said it was your city!”
Duchess gave me a funny look. “All right,” she said. “It's 1967 and I'm in New York City. All right, I will. Come on, Jewel. Ima show you how to talk to strangers with pride.”
I got out too and held King for her. He'd fallen asleep, which seemed to be typical of babies. Feed them and hold them, and they'll sleep through anything. I watched Duchess and Jewel's narrow backs across the street. They were holding hands. Duchess was scared too, I thought. She was only a couple of years older than I was, in spite of having two kids and a husband.
Roy was still trying to turn over the engine. The starter scraped, but there was no chuketa chuketa of engine. “It's my car,” he said. “She can't just tell me to abandon my car.” He tried again. “I never wanted to come to New York. I'll fix it. Somebody can fix up a car like this. I'll sell it. We can't stay here.”
I tried to ignore Roy. The buildings were tall and iron gray, structures that looked more like factories than apartments. Were these the sweatshops? I wondered. I didn't even know if they still had sweatshops. Shelley would tell me.
I wondered if I should have helped Duchess by making the phone call. I did things like that all the time for people in my neighborhood in VISTA. But wasn't it better for Duchess to do it herself? But wasn't this very thought condescending?
King stirred, and I jiggled him. Moralizing crap, I thought. I'm worrying again about being good. Part of coming to New York was to dispense with the old fashioned, self-sacrificing kind of goodness. Justice requires more than individual acts of kindness. I had taken care of the nonsense about virginity some time before, but I still tended to quote Sunday School Bible instead of, say, Herbert Marcuse or Franz Fanon, two writers Shelley had been recommending by letter. Shelley said she had moved on from do-gooding to politics, she told me. I wanted to move on too.
Duchess and Jewel came back grinning like they'd won the jackpot, showing off their identical dimples. “Who needs you, Miss VISTA,” said Duchess cheerfully.
“They're coming to pick us up!” said Jewel. “Right now.”
“The gentleman in the office was very polite. We were polite and he was polite, and he volunteered to let us use his phone. He told us the address where we are now, and they're on their way. All we got to do is get our stuff out and away we go.”
Roy said, “I'm not abandoning this car.”
Duchess was in an entirely different mood. “Okay, we'll lock it up and ask my cousin what to do about it.”
I said, “You better put a sign or something on the dashboard that it doesn't run.”
Duchess started taking things out of the car.
“Roy,” I said, “make a sign.”
Roy kept muttering, but looked for a piece of paper. When everything was out, and Duchess had taken back the baby, it occurred to me that I didn't know if there'd be room for me in Duchess's cousin's car. Roy and Duchess had planned to drive me to Shelley's apartment, but that was when they had a car.
Even as I was beginning to worry about this, a yellow cab turned the corner, moving slowly, checking out us and our bags. I said, “Duchess, I'm going to stop that cab. There won't be room in your cousin's car.”
Duchess said something, but I had already stepped out into the street, and the cab slowed down.
The cabbie had big bags under his eyes. “That's too much stuff,” he said.
I said, “It's only me. They've got a ride. They've got someone coming to pick them up, but I have to get up to 107th Street near Broadway. Do you know where that is?”
His eyes scanned the street, looking like he wanted to be somewhere else. “Yeah, okay, if it's just the one of you. I go to the Bronx.”
“Okay, thanks, wait--don't leave, please? I have to get my stuff and say good-bye. Okay?”
Duchess said, “You're going to take the cab, Blair?”
“Don't go, Blair!” said Jewel. “Stay with us! We should stay together!”
And it was Jewel's cry that reminded me, reminded us, that this really was the end, the beginning. I would see them later, of course, we wold all get together, but this was the real end of VISTA.
Duchess gave me a big one armed hug that included King and made me wait to get her cousin's phone number. Roy carried my suitcase with the taped handle and my airline bag full of books, then extended his hand that was twice as big as mine. “We'll get home someday,” he said.
I began to feel a numbness, to wonder what I was doing, why I was here, why I wasn't staying with them, why I had come at all. But I said, “I'm like Duchess, Roy, I am home.”
Duchess said, “Now how am I going to stand to live with Roy without you to explain what he means?”
And Jewel pouted and made me promise she could come and visit me and Shelley in our apartment. And I promised to call and let them know I'd gotten to Shelley's safely, and we would all get together in a day or two, but I could feel them shrinking away from me, as if the city were shouldering itself between us.
The city was very big, and there were many, many people on each block, and I wanted to memorize each one as we drove by, just the way I had memorized all the people in our neighborhood in Norfolk, the way I had always known everyone in my home town in West Virginia.
After a while, my eyes started to close. The cab driver asked me if this was my first trip to New York.
“Oh no,” I said. It was true. I'd seen the sights when I was a kid, and I had been here just a few months back to visit Shelley and see the apartment I was going to live in. “I've been—away,” I said to the cab driver. “I live here.”
Chapter Two
There was no response when I rang Shelley's bell. I checked the apartment number. I checked the scrap of tape next to the bell with her name on it. I stared at the veins in the marble doorstep.
This is only a tiny problem, I told myself, babies are being burnt with incendiary bombs. People are going through the garbage for food.
I had to go to the bathroom. Shelley knew I was coming, but not what time. If she wasn't home, what would I do? Feeling the initial stages of panic, I pressed the buzzer for a count of ten. After what seemed like much too long, there was an answering buzz. At first I had no idea what to do, then realized I was supposed to push through the doors. My bags stuck, but I managed to get in, just barely: more stained marble on the floor, block walls painted bubbling, peeling maroon.
The elevator took a long time to come, and a long time to get to the fifth floor. It shuddered to a stop, and I got out. Each of the four doors was painted thickly with the same bubbling maroon paint as the lobby, and the numbers were nearly obscured, but I found 5A and rang the bell.
After while, there was a scratching and clicking around the door, and finally eyes wearing glasses behind a chain.
I said, “Hi, does Shelley Labin live here?”
“I'm washing my hair,” said the person.
“I'm Blair Morgan? Shelley's expecting me.”
“Oh,” she said. “I was supposed to let you in.”
I waited, eye to eye with the glasses that reflected the dim yellow ceiling light in the hall behind me. “Are you going to? Let me in?”
“Okay.” She shut the door, took off the chain, opened it again. I dragged in my bags. She was my age, shorter than I was, wearing a terry cloth robe and a towel around her head. I had caught her taking a bath. That explained everything.
She started down the hall. “Lock the door. Double lock it. There are perverts in the building across the street and they wait for girls to come in over here and sometimes they hide in the stairwell. It happened to me.” She disappeared to the left, then popped out again. “And chain it!”
“Where am I supposed to leave my stuff? When is Shelley coming back?”
But she was gone, and I didn't even know her name. I walked down the hall slowly past windows that were opaque with oily grime and looked out into some kind of vent or court yard. I passed the bathroom, and was reminded of my bladder.
The living room was better: full of familiar things that had been in our apartment in Norfolk. The India print bedspreads over the windows had once been on our beds. Blue India cotton covered the couch and glass-paneled doors led into another bedroom. There was a nice parquet floor with a pattern of hexagons. When I joined VISTA, I had sought out cracked plaster and shoddy furniture. I had hated it that they put the male VISTAs in a real slum building and the female VISTAs in an old but genteel floor-through apartment. But I was reassured by Shelley's pretty things today: the antique magenta lamp with fringe, and some oil paintings that were new to me—women who were partly tree trunks and partly stuck among the roots. There was also a framed print of birds, animal heads, and people, all floating with equal abandon, at once surreal and friendly.
I sat down on the couch. I used to want Shelley's stuff. I wanted to be Shelley. I used to go in her bedroom and look at her clothes. She had flowered nylon bikini underpants when I still stacks of thick white cotton. She gave me one of her embroidered Mexican blouses and helped me shop for my first denim skirt and sandals. She shared her birth control pills, and I borrowed her boyfriend, when she was through with him, or almost.
She was always a few steps ahead of me. She had been writing letters full of references to Franz Fanon and One Dimensional Man and someone named J.C. Cohen who I took to be her new boyfriend. She had never mentioned a short room mate who was afraid of perverts in the stairwell.
I wished she hadn't left VISTA. I wished we were still knocking on doors to sign up people for the food co-op. I wished we were sitting around our old apartment discussing the people at the poverty agency and how they were more interested in the VISTAs' chastity than in helping poor people.
The phone was balanced on the arm of the couch. I rummaged in my bag for Duchess's cousin's number and called. To my surprise, a little girl answered.
“Jewel?” I said. “Is that you? Did you get there okay? Where's Duchess?”
“Hi Blair!” said Jewel. “Duchess went shopping. We're going to have a big dinner. I have to sleep on the couch. Can I talk to Shelley?”
“Shelley's not back yet.”
“You can talk to Roy.”
Roy said, “I don't know. It's going to be real crowded here.”
“Well, you'll get your own place soon. We'll be okay, Roy, you know we will.”
“I'm homesick,” said Roy.
“For Norfolk?”
“No, for West Virginia.”
“Oh Roy, please!” He made me so mad sometimes. On the other hand, he always made me feel incredibly together, compared to him. It had always been that way. When we were freshmen at Franklin State he carried a Bible and wore his pants too high and followed me around. He talked about the Bible and agonized over things like whether or not to turn in his roommate for bringing beer into the dorms. He and I had both fallen under the influence of the assistant chaplain, and that was who took us to VISTA. I said, “You'll be fine, Roy. You're just tired.”
“Yeah, well,” he said. Then, “I'm going to fix my car tomorrow.”
“Good,” I said, “you do that. You'll feel better if you fix something.”
“If these people up here haven't stripped it down to the chassis.” He was gloomy and distant, but they were safe and I was safe.
Or thought I was: as I got off the phone, a scream rent the air, and I ran into the hall. From inside the bathroom the girl was crying, “Help me Help me!”
I opened the door, and she was standing there naked in the steam, all large quivering breasts, the towel around her head. She had her eyes squinted closed and was pointing down.
“What?” I cried. “What is it?”
“Roach,” she whispered, crossing her arms over her breasts and half squatting. She was pointing at the lion's paw of the old fashioned tub.
I saw some grit between the little tiles, but nothing alive. “What? Where?”
She said, “Do you see it? I can't look. I just got out of the shower and I saw it move, then I closed my eyes. I can't see without my glasses anyhow. Roaches paralyze me. I can't stand them. I just close my eyes and freeze. I think they're going to creep up my leg. I go totally catatonic.”
“I don't see any roaches.”
“Maybe there wasn't really one there,” she said. “Sometimes I think I see one and it's just a reflection. Could you just get down and check under the tub?”
“No, I can't get down and check under the tub.” In fact, I felt an intense reluctance to help her at all. I said, “You never even told me your name. You didn't tell me where Shelley was.”
Her eyes were still squeezed closed. “I see,” she said. “You're going to blackmail me. I'm Renee. Shelley went out yesterday morning, and she knew I'd be here and told me to let you in.”
“Yesterday morning!”
Renee said, “I'm often extremely anxious. Going out makes me anxious. I understand of course that the roaches are just a neurotic symptom.”
“Do you live here? Are you her roommate? Who else lives here?”
“There's a graduate student, but she's leaving. That way there'll be a bedroom for everyone. Are you going to look under the tub for me?”
“I'll tell you what,” I said. “I have to use the toilet, so why don't you leave, and I'll check for roaches before I come out.”
“Would you?” said Renee. “I'll need my robe, it's on the back of the door. I'll open my eyes just as soon as I have it on, it's this feeling they could get on my body.”
When she was gone, I lifted the toilet seat and looked under it before I sat down. I turned my head quickly at a movement in the sink that turned out to be a faucet drip. But I didn't get down on my hands and knees to look under the tub.
Renee was waiting in the living room with the towel around her head. She had changed into a white flannel nightgown and was carrying a violin.
“All clear,” I said.
“Thank you. Thank you very much. I've been in therapy for years, but roaches just send me over the edge.”
I sat on the other end of the couch.
She said, “I have a wide variety of psychological problems.”
“You mentioned that. How many people live here?”
She laid the violin on her shoulder and made a little gesture at it with the bow, but didn't touch the strings. “A lot of people come and go. There's the graduate student in the little room behind the kitchen that used to be the maid's room, but no one ever sees her, and I think she's moving in with her boyfriend, and she's leaving anyhow. There's me, and Shelley and Shelley's boyfriend J.C. part of the time. Do you know J.C.? He's very sexy and radical. And some other people too, sometimes.” She finally pulled the bow across the strings. “Do you like classical music?”
“Usually.”
“I won't practice in here if you don't want me to. Some people don't like it. I know it's kind of an atavism of mine, to be playing 18th and 19th century music with all the shit coming down. The Pentagon action and everything. But, did you know, Mozart was a contemporary of the French Revolution? We're going to have a revolution too. At least, the collapse of the imperialist capitalist system, sooner or later. Russian style so-called communism will probably collapse too, of course.” She continued to touch the violin over and over with her fingers, getting a plunk out of the strings. “Have you ever heard of Lynn Marcus? I don't get to his meetings very much--I don't go out much at all--but he's this guy who understands it all, he's always explaining why it has to collapse, like of its own weight, or because thieves fall out when it comes to dividing up the spoils. I don't quite get it, but I will.”
“I don't know about revolution,” I began. “I know I saw a lot of injustice in VISTA--”
Renee interrupted. “You see, I spent too much time on music when I was a kid. My parents decided I was a child prodigy and gave me lessons since I was four. They decided I was a prodigy because of the way I bounced up and down to a record of Elude Minchin. He made his concert debut when he was 7 years old. Not that I was really a prodigy. I was just totally immersed in music. I'll always be a little weird because I didn't have a normal childhood. There are huge gaps in my socialization. I'm a virgin, for example.”
I was beginning to get a headache. “You don't have to feel responsible for entertaining me. I don't mind being left alone.”
“I'll go in the other room. I can tell I'm talking too much. I'm pretty isolated, you see. I grab the opportunity to talk.”
I listened to the violin through the wall and lay on the couch with my legs up, wondering if Duchess had come back from shopping, if Roy's car would still be there in the morning. This time a month ago, I would have been walking down the street in our neighborhood where all the people knew me. We would have been buying groceries for the co-op. I had been something important, a member of the domestic peace corps, a VISTA Volunteer.
Maybe I should have stayed, I thought. Maybe Roy should have gone home and let Duchess come to New York. I could have stayed in Norfolk, made up activities for the kids for the rest of my life, made sure the people got groceries. I would have been like a secular saint, giving my life to the people there. It had been so concretely useful, little stuff, but clear. I had felt in my bones that I was doing good.
I slipped into a nap and dreamed Shelley and I were moving crates of vegetables. I kept saying, “But Shelley, capitalist or communist, these crates are collapsing.” Then the crates turned into suitcases, and then Shelley was shouting, “Blair! Where are you?”Shelley with a hug and little bursts of cool air that clung to my hair and cheeks. The real Shelley, I knew that. A slightly acrid odor under spice and musk. Her shoulders felt bony, and she seemed smaller than I remembered. The new boyfriend was with her. He had a full chestnut beard, deep-set eyes, and a bandanna around his head. He didn't speak, but he grinned slyly.
Shelley threw herself on the couch. “God it's good to see you. We were at the Pentagon, you know, that's why I wasn't here to meet you. When we talked on the phone, I wasn't thinking about the date, and then I tried to call and couldn't get you. We slept last night on the steps of the Pentagon. People had fires, we talked to the soldiers. Supposedly their guns weren't loaded. More stuff was going on today, but I knew you were coming.”
“You came back early because of me?”
“Oh, partly. It's okay. I'd had enough. J.C. was thinking about staying, but he isn't really into being arrested too often. That's J.C.— J.C. Cohen. Yes, it's his real initials, and he won't tell you what the ‛J' stands for. J.C., this is Blair.”
J.C. flashed his teeth and pushed a fist up into the air.
“Hi,” I said, “nice to meet you. Did you have a good time at the Pentagon?” He didn't answer. Silent people made me nervous.
Shelley said, “So how are Roy and Duchess? And their baby? And Jewel? I can't wait to see Jewel.”
“She was asking about you too.”
“I can't believe they have a baby. I couldn't believe they got married!”
Our eyes met, Shelley's and mine, and I felt all the things we had done together suddenly rising up around us, like a sped-up movie of flowers booming. I was happy: Shelley always made me happy: Shelley who wore her hair long and bushy, who had shared her arm bangles and birth control pills. Sometimes I borrowed things without asking: her pet phrases, her boyfriend. Even when I disagreed with her, I disagreed better because of her.
J.C. stretched so high that his belly showed, pale, with a wave of brown hair around his navel. “I'm going to go bother the Duck for a while, then I may split.” He garbled his words slightly, on purpose, I thought.
Shelley said, “You'll come to dinner, won't you? You aren't going to back out about tonight, are you, J.C.?”
But he didn't answer, and the violin music stopped. Shelley said, “He calls Renee the Duck. I think because the violin squeaks. He teases her unmercifully. He cultivates a kind of crudeness to ease the tension. You should have been at the Pentagon—I mean, all those people, hundreds of thousands. It really felt like the whole thing might blow at any minute. I've begun to think, in Norfolk, we should have spent more time raising their consciousness about how the system fucks them over.”
I said, “But how can people be politically conscious with the kind of lives they're leading? I mean, there are people down there who are hungry.”
“J.C. thinks the white middle-class should probably stay out of the black neighborhoods altogether. It's too easy to get into Lady Bountiful shit, you know? J.C. thinks it's going to happen in the Streets. Urban guerrillas, like in Detroit last summer.”
“The riots? He's in favor of riots?”
She shrugged a long, sinuous-shouldered New York shrug. “No, it's just that he thinks the real leadership is going to come from the people on the street. J.C. does what he has to do. I met him doing counseling against the draft. Of course you have to do something, even things that are totally reformist. Helping a bunch of college guys stay out of Vietnam. Well, fine, but so what?”
“You want to help them stay out because the war is wrong,” I said.
“If you want to stop the war,” said Shelley, “then what you have to do is smash the system.”
“Change things,” I said.
“No,” said Shelley. “Smash the system.”
There was a squeal or a shout in the other room that turned into laughter, and then we heard J.C. laughing too.
“Duchess may be pregnant again.”
“Oh shit! Already?”
“They fight a lot, too. Roy was doing okay down there. He had that little shack set up for a teen center, except that the boys kept stealing his record player and his records. He didn't want to come up here.”
“Roy's a fuck-up. Duchess has so much going for her, I never understood why she married him. What's she going to do?”
“I think, if she's pregnant, she'll try to get an abortion. Roy says she'd better not. And then they fight some more, who gets King if they break up, you know. That's what I mean--people's real lives--they get pregnant, they have to find a place to live. We had to put oil in the car every ten minutes. You have to help people out with their felt needs. Like we did with the grocery co-op.”
“Yes, if the System lets you. Like the anti-poverty agency turning out to be anti-poor people instead of anti-poverty. Those jerks were such scum.” The chairman of the anti-poverty agency, a grocery store owner, had forbidden us to organize our food co-op, but we went ahead and set it up anyhow, operating out of a church. This was one of the things we knew about together.
I said, “That was the first time I realized that helping poor people might step on the toes of the people with the money.”
J.C. came as far as the doorway again. “I'm going out for a while.”
“You'll come back for dinner?”
He lifted his brows, he flashed his teeth like a pirate. He had broad cheekbones and slightly angled eyes. Not my type, I thought. And even if it turned out he was my type, I would stay away from this boy friend of Shelley's. He looked at me again. “Don't take any wooden nickels,” he said.
“Don't eat, “ said Shelley, following him down the hall. “My mom's bringing a ton of food.”
When she came back from seeing him off, I said, “Did I hear you say your parents are coming here?”
“Yeah, my Mom and Dad and Aaron and his Dad. It's sort of a party. That's the other reason we had to get back today and couldn't stay to get arrested. I suppose I ought to clean the bathroom. J.C. can't stand it when I get into this stupid kind of shit, cleaning bathrooms. Obsessing over what to wear.”
I blinked. “A dress up party? My clothes are wrinkled--”
“I've got an iron. I need you beside me. Both of you. All the support I can get for a visitation from the Beehive Queen. I refer to my mother's enormous pile of teased hair, of course. My cousin Aaron is coming for you, Blair. You know him.”
“Yeah, I've met him. You keep trying to fix me up with him.” I liked what I had seen of him. He was the one who had driven her parents' car down to pick her up in Norfolk. “Does your family know I'm going to be here?”
“Do I care? We'll move the table out here, stick a candle in a wine bottle. I have to tell Renee to put some clothes on. Otherwise she'll come wandering out in her night gown like Lady Macbeth.”
“I don't even know where I'm sleeping yet--”
“Renee didn't show you?”
“She didn't seem to know--”
“Of course she knew. The little jerk. I apologize. There’s this graduate student living in the maid’s room in back of the kitchen, but she’s leaving. She just uses it for her stuff, anyhow. So you’ll have to share with the little jerk till she’s gone. Renee leaves orange peels all over the floor and eats condensed tomato soup straight out of the can--there are always these half eaten cans of tomato soup in the refrigerator. I wish she was the one moving out. I’ve really had it with her.”
We took my bags into the room directly across from the bathroom. It seemed to get no more light from its outside window than the hall got. There were twin beds at right angles to each other, and Renee was sitting on one of them, her head ballooned in a portable hair dryer, surrounded by violin, books, papers, and, as Shelley had predicted, orange peels. Shelley opened the closet and shoved Renee's clothes to one side.
She shouted: “Blair's staying in here!” Renee turned off the dryer. “And by the way, my parents are coming for dinner. Do you think you could get dressed?”
“Sure,” said Renee. “I haven't seen them in a while.”
Shelley filled the room, lifting things off the second bed, dropping them on Renee's bed. She laid my suitcase on my bed. “What did you want to press? The ironing board's in my room.”
I opened the suitcase and felt around inside till I found my blue A-line dress with the mink collar that I'd worn to Roy and Duchess's wedding. I held it up.
“Come on, the ironing stuff's in my room. What do you think of J.C.?”
“I don't know--”
Renee said, “I think he's got a lot of animal magnetism.”
Shelley rolled her eyes, and we left. Her room was the one behind the glass doors. It had been the original dining room, having a sealed up door to the kitchen blocked by an oak wardrobe. It also had most of the windows in the apartment, facing both west and north, and a feeling of things white and delicate, from the flower-shaped molding around the light fixture to the lacy stuff over the windows and half made bed.
“Nice, lacy room,” I said,
Shelley shrugged, started putting up the ironing board. “Yeah, the big radical boudoir. I bought all these old tablecloths and lace curtains for next to nothing. They've got stains and tears if you look closely. I'm going to put one of them on the table for dinner. I'll tell you what, I'll press your dress if you'll pick out something for me to wear. I'm not in the mood for deciding if I want to please them or offend them today.”
I took my time. “I was always so impressed with your clothes,” I said. “It wasn't how many things you had, it was how each thing was so special. I mean, it's not like you spend a lot of time thinking about clothes or anything--”
“Oh yes I do. I can't help myself. I was trained that way. My family—they pretend to be big time liberals, but what burns them, you know, isn't my politics, it's my clothes. My family doesn't care if I get executed for selling atomic secrets, as long as I go out in a costume. If I really wanted to freak them out, I'd wear a wrinkled sleeveless shirt and unshaved armpits.”
“I remember this dress.” I pulled out the skirt of a green silk smock.
“It's got a stain on the bodice. They decided to oppose the war, my mother and dad, because Bobby Kennedy finally got around to it. Bobby Kennedy, the little punk, is their hero. He used to work for Joseph McCarthy! The big Liberal secret is what we found out down south: Property comes first, and the rest of it is just mouthing off.”
I said, “I had a big fight on the phone with my parents before I came up here. They were sure when I finished VISTA I'd go back home to college. You might not recognize it as a fight, if you'd been there. We have very quiet fights. My mother says, 'I understand taking time out of college for the poverty work, that's a sacrifice to help people.' My father doesn't understand coming to New York at all. He thinks it's like taking a vacation on a garbage dump.”
“He said that?”
“Yeah.”
Shelley gave me a searching look. “Are you going to wear the mink collar?”
“Should I?”
“I don't know, on the one hand, it is the dress, but on the other hand, it's so fucking correct. It's removable, isn't it? Let's take it off, but you'll need something at the neck. I have this big brooch, do you want to try that?”
“Whatever you think. I don't know what to tell you to wear.”
I sat on the bed in the middle of the lace tablecloth and flowered sheets. Shelley got out a chunk of metal that looked like a lump of melted brass and held it to the collar of my dress. I said, “I don't know if I really want to go back to school anyway.”
“Sure you do. There are a lot of radical professors, you just have to choose carefully.”
“I have to get a job first. My dad said they would give me exactly as much money as they gave me when I was going to Franklin State, but not a penny more.”
“They really are mad at you.” She put her head in the wardrobe. “What about this for me? My mother bought it but I've never worn it. I might as well get some cheap points for wearing something they gave me.” It was a beige knit dress, very short, but with long full sleeves and a neckline almost as deep as the high waist. “I've got tan stuff to wear with it,” she said. “Tan tights and pumps and wooden beads. Are you going to wear the brooch?”
“Sure, I'll wear it. Thanks. I don't suppose your mother and father will think my dress is very stylish.”
“Please. They'll think you're a little doll.”
“That's not what I need, for people to think I'm a little doll.”
“Oh Blair,” she said, settling at her desk with a mirror and make-up. “You know you're not a little doll. What do you need? Tell me?”
I almost said, I need for you to be what you were in VISTA and tell me how to live. But instead, I said, “I need to take the next steps. Move on.” I could see my hair and one eye behind her in the mirror. That piece of me looked pretty strong. I said, “I want, if you peeled away some layers of me, not to find some old Baptist hymnal. I want to be someone serious, a fighter.” Shelley was grunting and either listening or not. It didn't matter too much. I felt like I was waking up. I didn't belong here yet, but I would soon.
Chapter Three
We moved the kitchen table into the living room and spread some of Shelley's curtain panels over it. I set it with the mix of chipped and crazed flowered china while Shelley went out for a bunch of real flowers. She put half in the bathroom in lieu of cleaning it and half in beer bottles on the table. “What do you think about the beer bottles?” she asked. “I have some wine bottles, but I like these shapes better, and the brown glass.”
Renee was still wearing the white flannel nightgown, but she had added a green sash and a floppy brimmed velvet hat. She was holding her violin. “Shall I play as they come in? Some variations on Hungarian folk dances?”
“Sure,” said Shelley, much more mellow now that the room was looking festive. “I want you to get to know Aaron,” she told me. “His father is my dad's older brother, Uncle Herb. My dad is a lawyer, but Uncle Herb has always been a worker. He's in the printer's union. He went to Spain with the Abraham Lincoln Brigade. You, know, the Spanish Civil War.”
I felt a familiar panic. Was this about Teddy Roosevelt and San Juan Hill? “Spanish Civil War?”
“Yeah, Uncle Herb is an old Commie. I mean, he used to be a Communist. He still is ideologically and idealistically. But he left the actual party when Khrushchev said everything they ever knew was wrong. You know?”
I didn't. I decided to be honest. It was my first day in New York. “Okay, I'm ignorant. Tell me about the Communists and the Spanish Civil War.”
But the bell rang, and Shelley tossed her hair with her fingers. “Oh God,” she said. “Here they come. The Golden Horde.”
It wasn't much of horde: Shelley's parents, her cousin Aaron and her Uncle Herb. I first mistook Shelley's mother for a girl cousin because I was looking for a matron with a beehive hairdo; instead, she was slim and young looking, smaller than Shelley, wearing a short dress and chunky gold bracelets. Her hair hung loose and blonde from a clip high on the back of her head. She was laughing and kissing, and saying This must be Blair, and telling me I had to call her Sylvie and Shelley's father Len.
Len was slim too, with a high forehead and glasses, a strong nose and mouth. Shelley seemed most enthusiastic about hugging him. “Happy birthday, baby,” he said.
I felt my mouth open. “It's your birthday, Shelley?”
“Of course!” said her mother. “It's her birthday and her dress is smashing!”
“You picked it for me, Mom.”
“Well, I have great taste! Where's the cake? Herb's got the cake--”
“No,” said Herb, making a little bow toward me because his hands were occupied with a silver-foil covered tray. “Aaron's got the cake.” Herb was shorter and thicker and grayer than Len, but he had the same glittering glasses and marked features. Aaron was almost hidden behind a stack of boxes, some in birthday wrappings, a white cardboard bakery box on top. He smiled at me, and I remembered liking his five o'clock shadow and square jaw.
Sylvie cried, “Renee, I didn't see you, how are you, darling! Still playing the violin? Let's see, Herb, that tray can go directly on the table, it's the hors d'oeuvres, just take the foil off, but the pot roast has to go in the oven--did you put it on like I asked, Shell?”
“Yes, Mom, the oven's on.”
“Good. Where's your boyfriend?”
Shelley said, “Jock’s picking up something. He'll be back soon.” I was amazed by how smoothly she said that.
Sylvie said, “Now, Blair, don't you go anywhere, I've been hearing about you for so long. I really want to get to know you.” Their faces had the same shape. Sylvie was probably more conventionally pretty, but I preferred Shelley's heavier nose and mouth. She was like her father and uncle: more passion and character, I thought.
“Now,” said Sylvie, “I keep hearing Blair this and Blair that, so tell me about yourself, Blair!”
I was flattered to think that Shelley would talk about me. “Well, I learned everything I know from Shelley.”
“Oh dear,” said Sylvie. “That doesn't sound so good--all of us mothers like to think of our own daughters as naive.”
“I only meant—coming from New York, compared to me—”
“Don't take me seriously, but do tell me what Shelley taught you!”
Before I could hazard a guess as to what she wanted to hear, J.C. Cohen appeared framed in the living room door. His bandana seemed to have slipped lower over his eyes, and he had a bottle of beer in his hand.
“And,” said Shelley, coming out of the kitchen with Aaron. “Making his entrance right now—you all remember J.C. Cohen.” J.C. only nodded, swaying slightly. Shelley added, “J.C. like Jesus Christ.”
Sylvie extended her hand, and J.C. took it and leaned over her décolletage. “Mrs. Labin, you have beautiful tits.”
A little squeal came out of her mouth. “That doesn't sound like Jesus Christ to me!”
Renee lowered her violin, “J.C.'s drinking.”
Shelley's dad, holding the hors d'oeuvre plate, laughed. “Hey kid, that lady's my wife!” He handed J.C. a cracker. “Here you are, have some chopped liver. Who's got the drinks, Shell, have you got any rye? Scotch? We brought mixers.” J.C. took the cracker and the dish of chopped liver.
“We brought ice too,” said Herb. He seated himself in the big easy chair and picked up the New York Times.
Sylvie turned back to me. “You're from the South, aren't you? From Virginia?”
“No, we were in VISTA in Virginia, but I'm from West Virginia—”
“Oh yes, West Virginia. I've always loved the South! I have this romantic part of me that has always been in tune with the South.”
“West Virginia isn't really part of the South—”
Len handed a drink to Sylvie. “Jack Kennedy, the war on Poverty. Appalachia. I saw the T.V. specials. Also blue grass music, am I right? How bad are things down there?”
“You see, we seceded from Virginia during the Civil War and went with the North.”
“Even better,” cried Sylvie, “because of course we hate the other side of the South, the Ku Klux Klan and all that. We've been involved in Civil Rights from the beginning. Shelley is not the first one in this family to be an activist. We were at the March on Washington in 1963 and heard Martin Luther King speak. And Herb over there, he was a real radical. Len was a radical too, but he also took me dancing. You kids today are too serious.”
“'You kids today,'” said Shelley. “I hate that phrase.”
J.C. sat on the couch with his beer and chopped liver. He was making balls of chicken liver with his fingers and popping them in his mouth. Aaron pulled the hassock up near his father, and they seemed to pick up some ongoing debate, pressing their faces close together and sawing their hands up and down.
Len said, “You girls have this place fixed up nice. It's a family apartment, you know. Rent controlled. Aaron lived here for a while too. Could I get you something to drink?” He seemed young too, almost flirtatious.
“Someone should check the pot roast,” said Sylvie.
“Blair and I will.” Shelley grabbed my arm and pulled me into the kitchen, where she immediately started talking in a stage whisper that I hoped the others couldn't hear. “She changed her hair. It's much too young for her. Her problem is she misses her youth desperately. I can't believe she starts dragging out her civil rights credentials for you.”
I dumped a jar of olives in a bowl. “Actually, she seems very nice, Shelley.”
“She's very social. That's her thing, to snow people. She wants the whole world at her feet. The big radical credentials aren't even hers, they're Uncle Herb's!”
“She said she was at the March on Washington in 1963.”
“Oh come on,” said Shelley, walking away. “Everyone was there.”
Of course everyone wasn't at the March on Washington in 1963, I thought. A lot of the country thought it was subversive. A lot of the rest of the country like me and my family hardly knew it happened. We slept through it. I was life guarding at the town pool that summer. Defiantly, I said, “Well, I like your father and mother!”
“He's okay, except that he gives all his energy to paying for her consumerism.”
“You still have to explain the Spanish Civil War to me.”
She had opened the oven and was staring at the meat and a platter of roasted potatoes. “There was this democratically elected government in Spain that actually wanted to teach the peasants how to read, and Franco and the Fascists decided to overthrow the government. The Abraham Lincoln Brigade was American guys who went over to fight for the good guys, the Loyalists.”
“Were they all Communists?”
“Not all of them. The Communists were on the government side in that war.”
“The Communists were on the Government side?”
“Yeah. The Loyalists. No one else lifted a finger to help them. The United Sates helped the Fascists, under the table, of course. Uncle Herb is the kind of person who sees something wrong and does something about it, you know? He put his life on the line. I respect that. People like my mother, well, whatever she had, she shot it all on department store charge plates. I mean, some of her paintings aren't half bad.”
“Paintings?” I said. “Are the ones in here hers? The floating people and birds?”
“Not the Chagall print!” said Shelley. “That's a real Chagall, Blair. No, the oils. The tree women. She takes classes and talks about how wonderful her latest teacher is. I think she has affairs with them. That would be her idea of an adventure, to have affairs.”
“At least she went to Civil Rights marches—”
“I said they were liberals.”
“My parents never marched for anything!”
“But you're from West Virginia, Blair,” said Shelley. I had one of my occasional impulses to throttle her. She said, “Every time I look at her, all I can think is, she wants to suck me into the same trip: redecorate the house every three years, go to Bloomie's, the little painting classes. She's a kept woman.”
“Shelley!”
“I don't want to talk about her anyhow. Him either. Forget them. Did you see J.C.? He's into something totally weird tonight. It should be interesting, what develops. But believe me, my mother loved having him compliment her breasts.”
When we went back into the living room, Len had opened a bottle of wine, but no one seemed ready to eat yet. Sylvie took hold of my arm and talked to me in the same stage whisper Shelley had used. “Have you had a chance to talk to Aaron? He's a brilliant boy, graduated Columbia magna cum laude. He's a poet, but he's teaching Puerto Rican children on the Lower East Side.”
She was tugging me over to Aaron and Herb, who stood up as we approached. “Aaron, I understand you and Blair know each other? Herb, you don't mind sharing your handsome son?”
Herb opened his hands. “I was on my way to the rest room anyhow.”
Sylvie smiled from one of us to the other. “Now I have to check the things in the oven. Shelley can cook, but she doesn't always pay attention. I just wanted to get you two started talking.”
Gravely polite, wearing a nubby hopsacking sports jacket and jeans, Aaron said, “Would you like a drink?” He had a short bottle of very dark beer.
“Oh, no, thanks,” I said, “I'm so tired, I don't know what a drink would do to me. I just drove up from Norfolk today with Roy and Duchess and the kids.” I was half hoping he would ask questions about them, or insist I have a drink, but he only nodded. I said, “I understand you're a poet.”
“I'm a teacher these days. I write poems from time to time, not so many. What I am is a fourth grade teacher.”
“My parents are both teachers.”
Aaron sighed—a long, slow, soft release of beery air.
I said, “I bet the kids love having someone young for a teacher.”
He shrugged. “I'm not very good at discipline. The kids figured me out right away: Mr. Labin, they say, let's do math later. Let's write poems about colors today!”
“That sounds very creative,” I said. “To write poems about colors.”
He laughed. “Yeah, but they're also supposed to learn their times tables.”
I said, “You know what, I would like something to drink. What kind of beer is that?”
“Guinness stout. There was only this one Guinness. Do you want to share it? I don't mind.” He offered the bottle, and I took it, but held it at a little distance from me.
“When I left home to go to college, the two things my mother told me were Don't drink alcohol and Don't eat after other people.”
“Was she joking?”
“She was completely serious. My parents are teetotalers.”
“But not to eat after people?”
“It's good advice, don't you think?”
He shrugged. “It's not bad advice.”
“I think it was her extremely indirect way of saying don't come into physical contact with strangers.”
“Oho, sex.”
“Right. My family is painfully roundabout and extremely indirect. I don't drink much anyhow. Beer especially.”
“This stuff is unusual,” he said. “Bitter, but interesting. Drink it.”
I sipped, and thought it was more bitter than interesting. “Oh, very good,” I said.
“My dad's advice was not to join any organizations without consulting him first. He thought I was too soft, that I'd get swayed by some splinter left group that would warp my mind.” He made the sigh again, gentle and replete, a sound that made me feel his physical nearness, the air from his lungs.
Sylvie called, “I think we're about ready. Let's see about chairs--'
“I've already got it figured out, Mom. We have enough chairs.”
“I'm not criticizing, Shelley, the table looks lovely. J.C., you sit here, because we want Shelley between us. Blair, you sit beside J.C., okay? Aaron, you don't mind sitting on the other side of J.C.” Herb took the other seat beside me. J.C. slid low and nodded solemnly to Aaron. “I'm doing okay,” he said. “How are you doing?”
“I'm good.”
“I'm good too,” said J.C., turning to me. “How you doing?”
“I'm okay.”
J.C. belched. “You got nice boobs too.”
Len and Sylvie put Shelley between them, and Renee got the chair that was left.
The pot roast was outstanding, and there were roasted potatoes and a sweet side dish with noodles and raisins. Sylvie said, “I hear that some of the girls iron their hair now to smooth it out.”
Shelley said, “If you're referring to my kinky hair, Mom, I don't care. If ironing my hair would change this racist-fascist imperialist country, then I'd do it, otherwise, get used to natural.”
Sylvie gave a little laugh, “You'd think looking attractive and being progressive were mutually exclusive.”
“Oh mother. Your idea of progressive is licking envelopes for Bobby Kennedy.”
“He has a chance at the nomination,” said her father. “Your Gene McCarthy will never make it.”
“He's not my Gene McCarthy. Electoral politics changes the actors, not the script. Isn't that right, J.C.”
J.C. saluted her with a forkful of pot roast, then shoveled it into his mouth.
“Well,” said Len, “one thing we can all drink to is that the war in Vietnam was a terrible mistake.”
“Not a mistake!” said Shelley.
Aaron murmured, “Shelley's looking for a fight.”
“The war is good for business,” said Shelley. “They won't let Kennedy or McCarthy or anyone else ever get nominated who really intends to end the war. Don't you see? War is profitable.” She kept looking over at J.C. as she spoke. He winked at her.
“There are people hungry in this country too,” I said. “I think we should stay out of civil wars and use the money to end poverty here.”
“The world's all wrong,” said Sylvie. “We all agree on that.”
“J.C.! Are you going to support me in this or not?”
Lennie said, “We all support you, baby.”
J.C. belched.
Herb leaned over to look past me at J.C. “You could be a Communist in the old days and also a gentleman,” he said. “Is this young man one of these SDS Students for a Democratic Society so-called New Left radicals at Columbia University like my son and my niece?”
“There's a new bunch of people running SDS,” said Aaron. “I'm just a working stiff now.”
“Working stiff! Please! You don't know from working. My beloved son, Aaron, if I may say so, has no idea how easy he has it. I'm not talking to you. I'm talking to this young lady now.”
I said, “I just got here. I'm incredibly ignorant.”
“It's a good sign you admit your ignorance, but all of you, you, and my son, and Shelley and Shelley's boyfriend here with the eructations and all the rest, you don't really have politics.”
“J.C. does,” said Shelley.
There was a moment of silence while we all looked at J.C. There was gravy in his beard, and when he saw us staring, he ran a fingernail between two of his teeth.
Len grinned. “Is this a political statement, J.C.?”
Herb said, “They don't have real politics because they aren't workers. They have no discipline. They have some kind of cockamamie half-baked analysis, and also they've had it too easy in life. That's not their fault, we wanted them to have it easy--but they have no experience to temper their analysis.”
I said, “My whole family is basically apolitical. My parents wouldn't vote for John Kennedy in 1960 because he was a Catholic and they thought the Pope might tell him what to do.”
“They were workers, your parents?”
“School teachers.”
Herb made a sympathetic grunt, then said, “My son here is a school teacher, pro tempore, correct, Aaron?”
But Len had asked Aaron a question, and Sylvie and Shelley were discussing the pot roast. Herb said to me, “You're from the Midwest?”
“West Virginia.”
“I knew a man who was an organizer for the United Mine Workers in West Virginia. Did they teach you about Mother Jones and the mine wars? They had armed battles in West Virginia, you know, the workers against the mine owners' goons. Even the United States air force got involved, on the side of the mine owners, of course.”
I said, “We had a course called West Virginia history in school. We learned the state bird and flower. That's the cardinal and rhododendron. They didn't teach us any history.”
“So, do you want to hear? Do you want to hear about a battle that is named the same as you? The Battle of Blair Mountain. From West Virginia and you don't know about the mine wars!”
Aaron must have been listening. “What do you think, Dad?” said Aaron. “Did they teach union organizing in New York?”
Herb said, “So the first time the United States government ever used air planes against people, they bombed the miners. Mother Jones was around at that time. A great woman. You should know.”
Sylvie was telling her recipe for pot roast to Renee now: you had to start with first cut brisket and just a can of Hunts tomato sauce, small size, a chopped onion. Make it a day ahead and slice it when it was cold. Herb complimented Sylvie on the potatoes. Everyone had more wine.
J.C. kept his face close to the plate and used a chunk of the noodle pudding to scrape brisket into his mouth.
“That's what you call a trencherman,” said Herb. “They call it that from when people ate off wooden boards, not plates. Trenchers, see. I never went to college, but that doesn't stop a person from reading. Aaron thinks if you don't study with the reactionary Lionel Trilling you're an ignoramus.”
Len announced, “Lionel Trilling is Jewish. I bet you didn't know that.”
“Oh, Dad!” said Shelley. “Lionel Trilling being Jewish doesn't make the rest of us smarter.”
Len raised his wine glass towards her and tapped a spoon against the glass.
“Let's raise our glasses,” said Len, “I propose a toast, a toast to—”
J.C. raised his head. “To profits!” he said, and laughed at himself.
“To good friends, new and old, and good food, and most especially to—”
J.C. stood up. “To foreign policy!” He was weaving forward and back at a dangerous angle over the table.
“J.C.,” said Shelley, her brows lowered. “J.C.—”
“To the foreign policy of the United States of America! Love it or--fuck it up the ass!” He was swaying, he was opening his arms, he was falling forward, and Aaron lunged forward to catch J.C. just before his face hit the pot roast platter.
Herb said, “Take this drunken boy out of here, Aaron.”
Renee leaped to her feet. “You can put him on my bed. I'll go make room for him.”
Aaron got J.C. to stand, more or less. J.C. was muttering, his knees seemed to fold. Renee grabbed the other side of him and they took him out.
Sylvie said, “Are you doing this to punish me, Shelley? You knew J.C. was sick or whatever is wrong with him tonight and you wanted this to happen for some bizarre psychological reason.” She stood up and started clearing plates. “Herb, pass me your plate. But keep your fork for cake. They don't have extra silver. “What is it Shelley, was the toilet training too early? Did we give you toys and you wanted boundaries?” Shelley started clearing too, and I knew I should help, but I was afraid to call attention to myself. “There's a limit you know to how much even a mother can take, Shelley, you know that. Len, you see it, don't you? She wanted to punish me for something, and she's succeeding.”
“It's nothing, baby,” said Len. “That boy, he's just a college kid who had too much to drink.”
“Drugs maybe,” said Herb, moving back to the easy chair and settling down with the newspaper.
“I never asked for a party,” said Shelley.
“She misunderstands on purpose!”
“Hey, slugger,” said Lennie. “back off.”
“I'll go check on how things are going in the other room,” I said, but no one paid any attention.
The thing that impressed me as I left was how Shelley and Sylvie were clearing the table even as they argued.
J.C. was stretched belly down among the orange peels on Renee's bed. She had put a blanket over him. “How is he?” I said.
Aaron answered. “He'll be fine after he sleeps for a while. I think Renee can hold the fort in here. Can't you Renee?”
“Oh sure!” She sat down on the edge of the bed and patted J.C.'s back.
Aaron and I went out into the hall, but he stopped, blocking my way back to the living room and said, “Florence Nightingale's got things well in hand. He may throw up on her bed, but he'll be fine.”
I said, “I think she's got a crush on him.”
Aaron made a face. “He used to get drunk for fun; now he does it to show his contempt for the bourgeoisie. I was in his hall group freshman year.”
“I thought you graduated.”
“I did.”
“J.C.'s a drop-out?”
“Damned if I know. Ask Shelley. You'd be amazed by how little interest I have in J.C. Cohen. I'd rather hear about you.”
I had had the rest of Aaron's bitter beer plus a glass of wine, and I was hearing a swirl of voices: Renee saying something comforting to J.C. from one direction, Shelley, Sylvie, and Len continuing to talk in loud voices from the living room. I leaned a shoulder against the wall, and Aaron faced me.
I said, “Well, I finished my year in VISTA, later than Shelley, because I started later than she did. And now I'm going to get a job, and then I'll go back to college. I didn't come to New York for college, though. I came to New York to be—” my mouth wanted to say Where the Action Is, but that was far too corny— “at the Center.”
Was he smiling at me? And if so, was it an affectionate smile or amused? It was dim in the hall, and Aaron seemed very close, a little out of focus. “Does that make sense to you?”
He shrugged. “It's what the media says our generation wants. I'm sure you're sincere.”
“How kind of you to think so!”
“I don't mean to sound condescending--”
“Well, you do.”
“It's just that there are a lot of kids running around pretending. Pretending to be free, pretending to be musicians, pretending to be revolutionaries. In five years, they'll pretend something else. Cynicism or Capitalist entrepreneurism. The War in Vietnam has made a lot more people think politically because it's affecting them directly.”
“So all you're saying is that if a person were born twenty years sooner or later, they'd be a different person. That's pretty obvious. But the war is still wrong and the economic system is still unjust.”
“Two years ago, I was living politics. But then, I needed a job, I needed a draft deferment. So here I am teaching on Lower East Side, which is where the Labins first landed.”
He stopped speaking abruptly and leaned forward as if he were going to whisper something, but instead he caught my lips in his with a brief, dry, kiss. I took in air, smelled the dark beer, some rich oil native to his skin.
Softly, he said, “'I knew a woman, lovely in her bones, and when she moved, she moved more ways than one.'”
“A poem?”
“'She was the sickle, I the rake...'”
“Did you write it?”
“'I measure time by how a body sways.' No, Theodore Roethke.”
“I'd like to read some of your poems.”
Renee came out with a finger to her lips under the broad brimmed hat. “He's sleeping. I'll go in and play Happy Birthday.”
Aaron said, “Shall we rejoin the festivities?”
There had been the kiss, and I had half-pretended there was no kiss, and no appointment had been made to kiss again.
“Just in time!” said Len, as we came back into the living room. The dirty dishes were gone, the cake was displayed, the candles lit. Shelley sat between Sylvie and Len again with a stack of presents in front of her.
Renee started Happy Birthday, and we sang. When it was over, Len and Sylvie, like announcers on the Academy Awards, took turns speaking. “We want to make a toast,” said Len.
“To the best daughter in the world—”
“—Shelley Arlene Labin!”
“Shelley Labin,” said Sylvie, “do you remember your first big party when you were four years old—”
“And all your little friends came—”
“And you had a cake shaped like a carousel?” Sylvie leaned sideways toward Shelley because Herb was focusing a camera. Sylvie waited for the flash, then went on. “And you wore a dress with six tiers of dotted Swiss?”
“Well,” said Len, “Look what your mother has.”
From a box under the table came the dress itself, layers and layers of red voile, s stiffened and polka dotted.
Len and Sylvie had more boxes under the table. They had Shelley's oldest teddy bear and a picture frame they passed around with snapshots of her in various birthday outfits. On her second birthday she had been photographed in pajamas with feet and a hat with fruit and flowers.
“Do you remember Grandma's fruity hat?”
To my surprise, Shelley made faces and groaned, but allowed them to put it on her head. She's enjoying it, I thought. She says she hates everything about them, but Uncle Herb is taking her picture with the hat on.
“Yes,” said Len, “the best thing in our lives—”
“Our crowning achievement—” said Sylvie.
“Who is twenty-one years old today—”
And then they both said, “Shelley Arlene Labin!” and everyone clapped and Renee played Happy Birthday again in a more lively tempo, and we all drank champagne and ate cake.
Chapter Four
Part of me believed I had come home. I was ready to nestle under Shelley's wing and join her family and be taken care of forever. New York would be like my favorite moments in VISTA: talking while we cooked spaghetti sauce; talking while Shelley braided my hair; talking late at night and early in the morning. Shelley explaining politics and men. I almost let her pierce my ears in Norfolk, but I waited too long and she came back to New York.
When I woke the morning after Shelley's birthday party, it took me a while to locate myself in the stale, bluish darkness of the bedroom. There was a hump in the next bed that would be Renee. My jeans were lying on the floor where I'd left them when I changed for the party. I went out into the apartment to find Shelley.
The glass doors to her room her wide open, and her bed empty, but she'd left a note taped to the glass, scrawled big on the back of a sheet of birthday wrap: “BLAIR! I am at CLASSES! I can't believe I am going! It's my bourgeois GUILT!!!” She had signed a huge curling S and added a tiny post script: “Get Renee's keys and make a copy.”
The table was back in the kitchen, but there were still napkins on the floor and the covers on the furniture were rumpled. I carried a chair back to the kitchen, opened the refrigerator and turned away from the pot roast sitting in an open pan. I didn't like the kitchen much anyhow, especially in daylight. Our VISTA kitchen had been old fashioned but spacious. Shelley had painted it aqua and hung fishnet from the ceiling. This place just seemed dirty, as if Shelley didn't care. It was narrow, with a folding metal gate over the single window at the far end, and the walls had that same thick, greasy enamel as the building lobby. I went to the window and looked out on a fire escape, the rear of another building, painted black, and a tiny sliver of sky.
You're not going to get depressed, I thought. You're having a reaction to all the excitement yesterday. You're fine, you've got your health! That was my mother's voice, of course. Relentlessly perky, reeling off proverbs and advice, making the best of things. Smile and the world smiles with you! Sometimes listening to the voice kept me afloat; today it made me aware of what I thought of as Chunky Waters, the flood of brown depression marked with flotsam and jetsam of annoyances and irritations.
I went to the bathroom, cleaned my teeth, went back in the bedroom, and after I'd dressed, said, “Renee, wake up.”
“Please,” she whispered from under her comforters. “Please.”
“It's me, Blair. I just want your keys. I want to get keys made.”
Renee's head was wrapped in a scarf. She was still whispering. “It's under the bed.”
“The key?”
“The pocketbook.”
I was reluctant to reach under there, but I saw a strap and pulled it out. She fumbled in the pocket book for a while. “I need my glasses.” They were on the bureau. “Be sure and lock up as you go out,” she said. “There are perverts across the street--” I didn't want to hear about them again. I wanted to eat. I wanted to open a bank account.
The elevator did the same swing-and-thud as yesterday, so I assumed it was normal. I strode over the old marble, out onto the stoop. There was no one on the block at all, and it was much cooler than yesterday. Shelley's building— our building— was at the very end of West End Avenue, which sloped downhill gently to the right. On either side were stately apartment houses, except for the one directly opposite us, the putative residence of perverts, which looked run down and had a fire escape on the front.
I opted to go left, where West End Avenue stopped at a little triangle with a bench and three trees, dead, or maybe just deciduous. Cool air, high blue sky: Look at the bright side! Where there's life, there's hope! That way also were cars, busses, cabs, people, and stores on Broadway.
I clutched my bag close to my ribs and plunged out. I had all of my money except an emergency 20 dollars that was in the suitcase. I was on the streets of New York City. I wanted to look as if I knew where I was going. Actually, I did know, more or less. The street numbers were in the hundreds and going up: if I kept going, I'd get to Columbia University. There was an island in the middle of Broadway with benches where some old people were sitting in spite of noise, bus fumes, and the chill in the air.
No one was paying any attention to me, and I liked to be moving. I had always been happiest out-of-doors. Back home, when I was small, I went up on the hill or out in the field behind the houses as often as I could. Anything to be unhoused, untrammeled. I slowed down enough to look in a couple of windows: a tiny store with bread, bananas, cigarettes and milk; an even tinier one with used costume jewelry. A butcher with dead chickens hanging from a rod.
I was attracted to a Nedick's sign that said “Donuts, Coffee, Small Orange Drink 20 Cents.” I found a stool where I could sit with my back to the wall and watch the other customers and the people passing on the street. I thought that if I could sit here long enough, everything I needed to learn about the city would come to me.
In the end, though, I didn't stay but left a nickel for the waitress and walked north again, and at the next corner found a bank. I was thrilled with my good luck, although the bank didn't seem as pleased to get my two hundred cash dollars as I had expected, and it was going to be at least a week before I could actually use the account, so I decided to give them only a hundred and fifty and keep the rest. I was sure the officers and tellers were rolling their eyes sarcastically behind my back. “I'm a student,” I said at one point, even though it wouldn't be true, strictly speaking, till January. I walked out with an account and a feeling of accomplishment and energy:
When I found a Woolworth's two doors further on which not only sold toothpaste and Tampax but also made keys, I decided I was making it in New York. I ventured to look up again at the sky, still blue, and the buildings, which were six, eight, twelve stories high. Thousands of people's lives, right here, surrounding me, intersecting mine, right now. The next store sold fruit. If I had not been so afraid of appearing to have no business to attend to, I would simply have stood and looked at it: ranks of oranges, big Navels and small clementines, pebbly green juice oranges. Plums and nectarines, a mound of something I didn't recognize: green and red, shaped like an oversized, blunted pear. Real pears too. And avocados. I bought a sack of three oranges and stuffed them into my bag.
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