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Chapter One — Quarters
Sitting cross-legged on the orange industrial carpet, I pulled my blouse over my head. I was seventeen (eighteen in two months). And it was my first night in the dorms. I’d been invited to play Quarters, a drinking game. And Quarters had evolved into Strip Quarters. It had only been a few hours since my parents had dropped me off, had helped me bring boxes into the room and tearily hugged me goodbye, and there I sat on the floor of a dorm room with three people I’d just met, drunk and wearing only my bra and underwear.
This was the culture of dorm life, a life we created together. Yet somehow it felt like we didn’t create it—that it existed before we arrived. We knew that playing a drinking game our first night was the thing to do. It would initiate us into this new life, it would mark our belonging. The university would be a place we lived and partied, and occasionally went to class. It was September 1981. The 70’s were categorically over with the election of Ronald Reagan and the assassination of John Lennon. A movie star as President made perfect sense to us, even those of us who hated him. Most of us who bothered to think about politics considered Carter weak and ineffectual. The Iranian hostages had been released when Reagan was inaugurated, the waning days of our last year in high school. We were powering forward into college with a new decade before us.
The semester hadn’t yet begun so we had a few days of freedom, a few days to rattle around in the half-empty dorm, parentless for the first time in our lives. The industrial quality of the dorms had surprised me. I’d lived my whole life in a comfortable suburban house with wall-to-wall carpeting, redwood decks and a swimming pool. Here were beige walls painted so inadequately that bare spots alternated with hardened paint globs. From what I’d seen so far, each boxy, pragmatic room was exactly the same as the next, holding two single beds with Denny’s-orange bolsters, two identical desks, and two closets. The air smelled like hotel deodorizer, a smell that simultaneously attracted and repelled me with its resonance of dirt and exotic travel.
My roommate’s side of the room was bare. She had yet to move in. As I hung up my clothes on wire hangers, I wondered what she would be like, where she’d be from, what she’d look like. I hoped for someone I could immediately befriend, a girl who at night, as we lay in the room like devoted sisters, would swap deep secrets with me. She’d sweep into the room, all energy and openness, immediately recognizing our soul-connection that would last our whole lives. We’d never forget these times, our college years. I knew this idiotic Anne of Green Gables fantasy was immature, yet I relished its whimsy, only to be interrupted by a guy with blond hair and an AC/DC tee-shirt appearing in my doorway, inviting me next door.
I went, and now there were four of us: the guy who initiated the game, Dan Wasserman, known as Goat, who was short and skinny with a spray of a mustache; his roommate, Billy Doan, who was so tall and lanky he reminded me of the Tallest Man in the Guinness Book of World Records, with an Ichabod Crane Adam’s apple; and Liz Chan, who lived on the second floor and had Dorothy Hamill hair and an eye twitch.
I’d played Quarters in high school so I was familiar with the rules. There’s a cup filled with beer, wine, whiskey, vodka—whatever’s around. You place the cup on a table, but if you’re sitting on the floor, an album cover or textbook works. You take a quarter and bounce it on the hard surface, hoping it will spring into the glass. If it doesn’t, you must drink. If the quarter falls into the glass, you can choose anyone in the group to drink. You must point to that person with your elbow. If in drunken forgetfulness you point with your finger instead of your elbow, you must drink instead. Strip Quarters, I soon learned, follows all of these rules, except that the person who drinks must also remove a piece of clothing.
When it came time to remove my shirt, I watched Goat’s eyes. He was wearing only his Dining Coupon book. He’d had the coupon book in his pocket and said it counted as a separate item of clothing and placed it on himself like a fig leaf. Billy was very good at the game and had lost only one sock. Liz was also down to her bra and underwear, and her eye twitch seemed to be getting worse. I didn’t notice a change of expression on anyone’s face when I removed my shirt and drank my shot of whiskey. Maybe they were all too drunk. Maybe I was too. I had the point-of-no-return feeling—complete freedom.
I’d felt an inkling of this sense of freedom, along with a piercing anxiety, as I’d ridden that morning in the back seat of my parents’ car. Even though it was a familiar drive, it hadn’t felt that way. The one-hour drive was different this time—I was going away to college. I was going away to college in the city where I’d gone mall shopping with friends throughout high school. I was going away to college in the city where I’d seen stage shows with my dad and mom—Peter Pan, The Sound of Music, Annie Get Your Gun.
“Norma, tell me again the classes you’re taking,” Dad had said, glancing at me in the rearview mirror then fixing his eyes back on the road. Mom was sleeping, her strawberry blonde hair fanned out on the headrest.
Dad knew what the classes were—we’d sat down together with the school catalogue to create my schedule. He just wanted to have a conversation, I knew, one that centered on all the possibilities that lay before me. My dad liked to futurize. So much was possible in the future. That was how I always knew him: planning, arranging, controlling, balancing the pros and cons, underscoring the bottom line. Safety and security were the goals. I could see as he asked me about my classes that he was getting vicarious pleasure imagining me taking notes in class, organizing my binder, highlighting passages in my textbooks with a yellow highlighter.
When we’d reached the San Francisco/Sacramento junction, I felt something in me contract. I had insisted on going to college in Sacramento, this brown, flat town that systematically flared up with unbearable heat. I had insisted because of Jack, who had introduced himself to me at an outdoor concert by offering me a glass of strawberry wine in a real glass, when everyone around us drank from paper cups or beer bongs. Jack, who regularly took the trip from Sacramento to my foothill town of Auburn to pick me up on Friday or Saturday nights in his blue sports car, the car whose dashboard crevices he cleaned with Q-tips. He took me on picnics, serving me soft cheese and green grapes. He took me on day trips to Tahoe and taught me how to play Blackjack; I thought it was a sign of his sophistication that I was never ID’d in the casinos or bars we visited. We had sex every place we could—in the bucket seats of his car, in Folsom Lake holding onto an inner tube, in the supply closet of the hospital where he worked as an orderly, in my parents’ bed when they were away for the weekend.
For my birthday that year, my parents had surprised me with an acceptance letter to U.C. San Diego, my dad’s alma mater. They’d forged my signature on the university application. Wouldn’t it be great to live near the ocean and be near my sister, Mary, and her husband Hal? Wasn’t it fantastic that I was accepted into the U.C. system, which had more prestige than a state university? I knew they were trying to get me away from Jack. I’d been stubborn, unmoved.
Late that night, I’d called Jack from the princess phone next to my bed in my dark room. My father’s snores rose from downstairs through the vent. It had been almost a month since I’d talked to Jack, and at least two months since I’d seen him. But as always when I called him, he stopped whatever he was doing—sleeping, watching TV, perhaps making love to someone else—and talked to me.
When I told Jack about U.C. San Diego, about what my parents had done and how I’d insisted on coming to Sacramento, he said exactly what I hoped he would: “I’m glad you’ll be nearby, Babe.” I snuggled in my sheets and let the “Babe” reverberate. We didn’t see each other much, true. But perhaps he still loved me, I thought.
The Strip Quarters game continued, languidly. We all seemed to be moving in slow motion, our exuberant inebriation worn thin. The air in the room was stuffy and thick. At some point, Liz stumbled out of the room, clutching her clothes to her chest. And now Goat lay on his bed, passed out. Just Billy and I continued. Billy had a surprising and slow spate of misses, while I’d had a succession of drunken luck. So while I sat on the orange carpet turn after turn in my bra and underwear, he had begun to lose his clothes. His other sock, his pants, his shirt. Now he wore only his striped blue and white boxers.
Billy’s long, lanky body had a paper clip quality to it, the way he sat on his heels and bent over the album cover, aiming his quarter. His Adam’s apple pulsed. Carefully, strategically, he threw down the quarter. It bounced into the glass. He smiled at me, sweetly it seemed, a smile that for the first time communicated something—perhaps that he not only approved of me but liked me. I liked guys to like me, whether I liked them or not. In my altered state, it seemed I did like Billy, but I was more focused on his desire for me. Up until that moment he’d been perfectly restrained, not staring at my body even though I sat in front of him in my bra and underwear. He didn’t even ask me about myself and told me little about himself except that he was from Modesto and was thinking of majoring in Mechanical Engineering. We were mostly silent, except for the times we’d sporadically sing to the songs on the radio. I sang more than he did, and he sometimes got the lyrics wrong.
As he sat, smiling, pointing his elbow at me, with the clear knowledge that now I’d have to remove my bra or underwear, he said, “You don’t have to.”
I took the glass and gulped a mouthful of whiskey, which by this point tasted even less like a nonentity than water. We’d turned out the overhead light long ago and left a desk lamp illuminating the room, the orange carpet creating a campfire-like glow.
“Really, you don’t have to,” he said again, as I reached around to unhook my bra. Unsure if he was expressing respect or regret, I paused, not unhooking it, as he stood, unfolding his body, lurching a little. His boxers bulged, betraying him, evaporating any concern I might have that he didn’t want me. It was oddly poignant, and embarrassing, how men’s bodies gave them away. I felt a little sorry for them. The strength and authority they were compelled to project seemed to be overcompensation for the fact that their sexual organs were in such a vulnerable position, hanging on the outside of their bodies like fruit on a tree.
Billy took a step to the corner of the room. His short dark hair exposed his defenseless neck, making him look like a gangly boy who’d just had a haircut. He turned off the stereo and then knelt down, his back to me, and I heard the snap of some latches. When he turned around, he held a guitar in his hands.
He lowered himself next to me and sat cross-legged, his bony knee grazing my thigh. As he tuned the guitar, he asked me what song I might like to hear. I closed my eyes to try to think of a song, but everything began spinning, so I opened them again.
“Do you know any John Denver?” I asked. A John Denver song seemed apt for the campfire ambiance of the room.
“God no,” he said. “How about this?”
And he began the familiar opening of Stairway to Heaven—so familiar because I’d heard it for four years as the last song at my high school dances. Billy’s Adam’s apple slid up and down as he played. We sang the opening lines about a lady buying a stairway to heaven.
Goat made a noise and turned over on his bed.
Soon we got to the weird lyrics that almost no one knows. Billy stopped singing, but I continued,
If there’s a bustle in your hedgerow, don’t be alarmed now. It’s just a spring clean for the May Queen.
I expected him to be impressed that I knew those lyrics, even while drunk. But he didn’t say a word, just finished the song, set down the guitar and pulled me over onto his bed.
We didn’t have much undressing to do, and I suddenly saw that I’d been wrong. When he’d stood to get the guitar, Billy’s body hadn’t been divulging his excitement. He hadn’t been turned on then. But now he was, and I’d never seen a penis that size. I’d wanted sex as much as he appeared to, but now I wasn’t so sure.
Goat’s breathing was making a gurgling noise. Billy reached over and clicked off the desk lamp. A faint white glow eked through the window from the adjacent parking lot. Lying down, I was woozy. The bed felt like a car driving slowly down a rutted road.
Billy and I kissed. The kiss felt funny, as though his teeth were pressing awkwardly into my lips. I adjusted my position to try to kiss him from another angle, but the kissing still felt strange. I buried my face in his shoulder and kissed his neck to stop him from kissing my mouth. He seemed fine with that, moving his hands over me. I began to think that maybe it would be okay after all, that I wouldn’t feel his huge size any differently from any other.
He bumped his head against the wall.
“Are you okay?” I whispered.
“Yes,” he said, scooting down. In the weak light I could see that his legs jutted off the bed.
He kissed me on the mouth again, and I felt that same strange pressure on my lips. Again I went for his neck.
“No hickeys,” he whispered.
“Okay,” I whispered back.
That was when he moved on top of me, cautiously, slowly, like a cat prowling in the backyard. The pressure was not unlike his awkward kisses. He pressed on, very carefully, little by little. In spite of my earlier moment of optimism, it felt like we weren’t anything close to a fit, like what he was trying to do was not anatomically possible.
“Hey, um, Billy,” I said.
He paused.
“I’m not sure this is going to work,” I said.
“Do you want me to stop?” he asked.
“I’m not sure.”
“I can go slower.”
“Maybe faster is better.”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Oh, okay, you should know.”
“Just tell me if you want me to stop.”
He persisted, slowly. I wrapped my arms around his back, feeling the notches of his vertebrae. His skin was soaked in sweat.
“Almost there?” I asked.
“No, only about a quarter of the way.”
“Really, that’s all?”
“Yeah. You want me to stop?” he asked again. He leaned his head back at an angle to crack his neck. His throat glistened wet. He turned his head in the other direction, cracking his neck again like an athlete preparing to take his position. “Do you want me to stop?”
“I don’t think so,” I said.
I tried to adjust my body to help him in some way, but I couldn’t move. It seemed there were colors in the dark air, sparks of red and green. Something about this moment, imbued in alcohol, felt like the dentist—the numb of Novocain and the vaguely pleasing pinch of cardboard as you bite down on the x-ray film. The minute you don’t think you can bite down anymore, the technician says release.
I needed another update.
“What about now?” I asked.
“Maybe a third.”
Disappointed but in need of relief, I said, “I think that might have to be it.”
“Really? Okay.”
Little by little he disengaged from me then relaxed his arms and released his body down to the bed. And then he began to snore. I lay my hand on his shoulder, and he didn’t flinch. In the dark, I could see the outline of his lanky limbs.
I felt myself drifting off, my head spinning, but was jerked from the edge of sleep by an upsurge of nausea. I jumped from the bed, tripping over my shoes, wrestling with my pants and shirt, trying to drag them as quickly as I could onto my body. Stumbling out of the room I was blinded by the brightly-lit hall. If I recalled correctly, the bathroom was to the right. With my eyes half closed, I limped down the hall and pushed open the swinging door, ran into a stall and knelt before a toilet. As sick as I was, I was grateful for that toilet, for the privacy of the stall. The tiny floor tiles dug into my knees.
With my stomach emptied, I pulled myself up, exhausted, and went to the sink to splash cold water on my face. This was far from the first time I’d been sick from drinking. My senior year had been filled with similar episodes—my friends and me puking out car windows, behind bushes at the canyon river beach, in each other’s family bathrooms during sleep-overs. We hated getting sick and tried ways to get around it: drinking a cup of water in between every alcoholic drink, downing four aspirin before bed, drinking only one type of booze the whole night. Rarely did these tactics work. We knew that the only way to avoid getting sick was to drink less, which proved impossible.
As I lifted my head from the sink, in the mirror I saw a speck of something—maybe a shoe?—underneath the stall in the far corner. My face and hair dripping wet, I peered under the stall. Two shoes, attached to a body, lay on the tile floor—a guy’s body in sneakers, jeans and a gray sweatshirt. His dark hair covered his face. I nudged his foot with mine and he yanked his foot away, curling his knees up to his chest. I couldn’t tell if his movement conveyed irritation, or was merely an involuntary response.
“Are you okay?” I asked, feeling bad for the poor guy.
“Yeah,” he said.
I stood there for a minute or two, the ping of dripping water echoing in my head. He didn’t move. My body was weak. I had to leave, to go to my bed, or I’d be joining him on the floor.
Chapter Two — Fear of Flying
I’d always gotten mixed messages from my mother about sex, my mother who straddled two radically different decades, the fifties and the sixties. She had assimilated both Latin Mass and Vatican II; Betty Crocker and Our Bodies, Ourselves; Leave it to Beaver and Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice.
One weekend she had the flu and, confined to the couch, spent hours reading Fear of Flying. She laughed and laughed between coughing spasms. I asked her what she was reading, and she held up the book so I could see the title splashed above the arc of a woman’s nude torso, exposed through a slash of silk.
“Can I read it when you’re through?” I asked. We often shared books.
“Sure,” she said.
The next weekend I read Fear of Flying, ignoring my homework, sitting up in bed all night, on fire. I was enthralled with Isadora Wing’s sexual adventures but even more so by the way she broke the mold, the way she did exactly what she wanted to do when she left her husband for a jaunt across Europe with a sexy stranger, sleeping by the roadside and changing partners with people they met at campsites.
A few weeks later, Jack came to visit. When my mother saw us lying on the living room floor on our backs watching TV, our heads propped up by pillows, an afghan thrown over us, she took me aside and said harshly, “Never lie down next to a boy in this house.” This from the woman who’d let me read Fear of Flying?
On the one hand, she explained birth control to me when I was twelve. On the other hand, she called me at my best friend’s house when I was sixteen and demanded I come home right now. She’d found the round plastic disc of birth control pills in my room. I drove home from my friend’s house, my heart in my throat.
But when I saw my mom in the kitchen, her head in her hands, I tried to act naïve. I asked her why she was so upset. “You’re the one, after all, who told me about birth control,” I said.
She lifted her face from her hands, her bright blue eyes flaming, and said, “I just didn’t think you’d start so young.”
Since she thought sixteen was young, I wasn’t about to tell her I’d been having sex for a year. After the incident with the Pill, we never talked about it again, and she stopped telling me how to behave around boys. I ceased resisting most of the rules—I kept my bedroom door open when a boy came over, and usually came home by my 1 a.m. curfew without complaint.
My mother and I continued to share books. I gave her Go Ask Alice, she gave me Catch 22. I gave her The Other Side of Midnight, she gave me Rabbit, Run. And the day before I left home to go to college, I gave her Carrie, and she gave me Housekeeping.
I woke to a ringing phone. For a second, I didn’t know where I was. No, not my bedroom. Not a friend’s house. My dorm room, my new home. Beyond my gluey eyelashes I saw my side of the room stacked with boxes, bags and suitcases. An image came back to me from the night before: the guy with dark hair on the bathroom floor. I remembered it had crossed my mind that one of us was in the wrong place, and I realized it was me when I saw the urinals on the wall. That was the last thing I recalled. I couldn’t remember how I got from the bathroom to my room, or how I got into bed.
The phone stopped ringing. My mouth was thick and dry, my head pulsing.
The phone started ringing again. I picked it up. It was my parents.
“Hi sweetheart,” said Dad.
“Hi Norma,” said Mom. “How are you?”
I could picture my mom on the extension in the living room, leaning back on the couch, her feet up on the burgundy ottoman. My father was probably on the phone in the master bedroom, sitting on the lavender bedspread of my parents’ California king-sized bed.
“I’m fine,” I said, running my tongue over my teeth.
My parents began to tell me the news of the last twenty-four hours. That morning, Dad found a dead raccoon in the pool and had a hell of a time getting it out with the leaf skimmer. Mom brought cookies to the library bake sale. Together they went for a half-hour walk along the dam overlook, and then grocery shopping. My father was still deciding whether or not to run for the school board. My Aunt Verlane had called; Grandpa had a spot of skin cancer removed from his nose.
“Has your roommate moved in yet?” asked Dad.
I looked over to her side of the room and was surprised to see a thick, white comforter on the bed and some boxes stacked in the corner. But no person.
“Not yet,” I said. I told them I’d been putting away my things, and that it was pretty quiet still. Most people would probably be moving in tomorrow. I didn’t have much more to say, and they had reported all their news as though to squeeze it in on a news update between commercials. After several seconds of silence, my father said, “Well, dear, have a good first week of school.”
“Yes, enjoy,” said Mom.
When I hung up I felt an unexpected wave of something—like I was Wile E. Coyote hit by a cannon ball, yet still upright, standing beneath a green cartoon tree with a frozen smile, but with a donut hole in my torso—a feeling I might have described as sadness, nostalgia, homesickness, but with a dash of joy. I had imagined my parents in the house, and that seemed almost as real as being there. It felt like the house would always be there, they would always be there, and now I had a chance to do whatever I wanted. A chance to create a new me, to embark on something brand new. I had a bit of my father in me, someone who believed in potential, who got a thrill from thinking about the future. I also had a bit of my mother in me, the pragmatist. My room was a mess, and I had a horrible hangover. That was the reality I had to face at this moment. But it was all temporary. The only constant, as my father always said, was change.
Flashes from the night before came to me. The quarter plopping into a glass. Billy’s guitar. Billy’s bony body. Goat asleep in the other bed. Billy. Goat. Billy-goat.
In spite of our aborted attempt at sex, I felt a little surge in my veins at the visceral memory of Billy playing his guitar in his boxers, of Billy’s body on mine. I wouldn’t mind trying again. Maybe if we weren’t so drunk, sex between us might work.
My body smelled like something foreign. If I could just take a shower, I’d feel much better, I thought. I rose, rummaged through my suitcases to find some shampoo, a towel. I was aware of the aesthetics of the room, of the cinderblock walls, the cheap diner-orange décor, the tackiness of it all. The room felt like a cut-rate hotel, like the one where Jack and I had spent the night the weekend of his friend’s wedding, when Jack was the best man.
I’d prepared for that weekend by perfecting an infallible lie to my parents, who never would have let me spend the night away with Jack. I’d also prepared by buying a pretty one-piece slip. I had it in my mind that a one-piece slip would make the weekend perfect. They were beautiful and grownup, those slips, very Elizabeth Taylor, the slinky material hugging a woman’s hips, the lace framing her breasts. Up until then I’d only owned half-slips. Half-slips were functional and ugly, the elastic pressing into my belly, creating a little roll of fat. Many times I’d seen my mother preparing for a night out with my dad. Before dressing, she’d stand in a beige full slip, brushing out her hair in front of the mirror, the air scent-rich with perfume, lotion and lipstick. My favorite picture of my mother in our photo album was taken on my parents’ honeymoon. She reclines on the bed, propped up by her elbows, in a lacy full slip. She’s smiling at the camera, at my father, a mysterious look on her face. A specific word always came to mind when I saw that picture, a word I never used in daily life, a word that would have had an elusive meaning if I’d tried to explain it to someone but which made perfect sense in the recesses of my mind. That word was “womanly.”
My full-slip didn’t make much of an impression on Jack. I wore it in the hotel room as we got ready for the rehearsal dinner. As I stood in front of the bathroom mirror in the slip, taming my hair with a curling iron, Jack stood behind me tying his tie. I’d felt a flush of pleasure at the scene. I’d looked at him in the mirror, willing him to look at me, to find me so irresistible that he’d run his hands up and down the silky material then take me to bed. He finally caught my eye and smiled, then finished with his tie and stepped to the toilet to pee. I looked at myself in the mirror, with my half-curled hair and cheap nylon slip. I didn’t know what I’d been thinking.
There must have been water-savers in the dorm shower because the water trickled out. Even though we were in a brand-new decade, vestiges of the seventies remained, reminders of the dearth of that decade, the decade of drought, stringy hair, gas shortages, hostages. Finally it was the 1980’s, the decade of possibility, of plentiful gas and water, of voluminous Farrah Fawcett hair, and a robust, apple-cheeked President who informed us enthusiastically that America was not weak. Water-savers were left over from an embarrassingly deficient era when people said things like, “If it’s yellow let it mellow, if it’s brown flush it down.”
At least the water in the shower was warm. Steam filled the stall, and my pores opened. Dizzy and nauseous, I hoped that this shower might release the poison from my body.
After showering, I stood before the mirror, wrapped in a towel, to comb out my long, tangled red hair, which was always a challenge. That was when I saw it. I had dark marks on my upper lip. I looked more closely in the mirror, rubbed at the marks with my finger, only to realize the marks were bruises. Billy’s awkward kisses came back to me. He had asked me not to give him a hickey, but he had bruised my face.
I looked more closely at the marks. Definitely bruises. It looked like I had a mustache. Tears burned angrily in my eyes. I couldn’t face people like this. I couldn’t start classes on Monday like this. How could Billy have done this to me?
The bathroom door swung open. In came Liz Chan, the girl who’d lost most of her clothes at the Strip Quarters party the night before. Now she was wearing Minnie Mouse pajamas and fluffy slippers, her Dorothy Hamill haircut smashed into a crooked bouffant.
“God, the bathroom upstairs is disgusting, there’s puke everywhere, I had to come down here,” she said, setting a cosmetic case on the sink counter. “Is this bathroom clean?”
“It seems okay,” I said.
“God, what happened to your face?” She bent toward me. I whiffed alcohol and my stomach tightened.
“Is it that bad?” My eyes stung with tears. I hadn’t been ashamed of my night with Billy until this moment.
“I’m sorry,” Liz said, taking a step back.
“It’s not your fault.” I wiped my eyes with the corner of my towel. “They’re bruises. I don’t know what to do.”
“Jesus, bruises,” she said. “Let me see.”
She held my chin with her thumb and forefinger, tilting my head back like a doctor examining a patient. I breathed through my mouth to avoid smelling the stale booze on her breath.
“How’d this happen?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Yeah, I was pretty wasted last night, too.” She rummaged through her cosmetic case. “Here, I think this might help.” She pulled out a bottle of foundation, shook it vigorously, then began applying it to my skin. Her touch was gentle and confident, like my mother’s. Liz’s lips were full, her skin was olive, and her hair so shiny black it was almost blue.
“There,” she said.
She had done a good job. I could barely detect what looked like a shadow of dirt on my upper lip.
“Here, take the bottle,” she said. “Give it back when you don’t need it anymore.”
“Thanks.” I went back to combing out my disobedient red hair. My freckles stood out prominently on my puffy face. I looked at Liz in the mirror, feeling suddenly safe in her robust, blunt presence—as though she could handle anything. “Where are you from?”
“San Jose,” she said, extracting tweezers from her bag. She began plucking her eyebrows. “My parents really wanted me to go to school there, but Jesus, I wasn’t about to stay in that town. I had to get away from all of the skanky people in my high school, and so many of them were going to go to San Jose State. It would have been like high school all over again. Are you going to rush a sorority?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I hadn’t thought about it.”
“I think I’m going to rush Delta Gamma or Delta Omega,” she said. “You know, Rush Week is the second week of school, so you get to meet all the girls to figure out which ones you get along with the best.” She yanked at a last eyebrow hair then tossed the tweezers in her bag. “I smell like a cesspool. I’ve got to get in the shower.”
As I walked out of the bathroom, she yelled through the water spray, “You seriously should join a sorority!”
I liked that Liz wanted me to be part of something with her—but a sorority? My dad had been in a fraternity. He’d told me about the hazing: getting struck with a paddle with his pants down, being forced to drink rubbing alcohol. And having to swallow laxatives before being dropped off miles from campus, at night, to find his way back on his own. I’d seen photos of him and his fraternity friends, guys with oiled hair, wearing cuffed jeans and button-down shirts. They had their arms around each other, maybe leaned against an old car. It seemed like a different, unreachable time—a foreign world.
Throughout the day, I worked on organizing my room, trying to ignore my hangover, which gradually receded. It was very satisfying to set my new electric typewriter, which had been my graduation gift from my parents, on the little desk, next to my dictionary and thesaurus. I’d always liked school, more or less. I also set out my binder, organized by class subject, and a picture of Jack and me on the Golden Gate Bridge, my red hair touching his face in the wind, his crooked smile displaying prominent eyeteeth, the sky brilliant blue behind our heads. I wondered how long I could wait before calling him. I had been tempted to call him the day before, the minute my parents left, but Goat’s invitation to the Quarters game had allowed me to delay the call. I’d told Jack the date I was moving in, and secretly I’d hoped he’d show up, or do something like he used to—like put a rose in my mailbox or arrive unannounced with a bottle of champagne.
As I continued to organize my room, every so often I’d get dizzy and have to sit down. I was getting hungry but had no idea how to get food. The Dining Commons didn’t open until the next day. As the afternoon passed, I kept thinking my roommate would show up, or that Billy might drop by. I hoped he would, and worried that he might. Off and on I heard noise in the hallway beyond my closed door, people moving in, dragging things across the floor, animated talk. I also heard music from next door—from what I was now thinking of as the Billy-Goat Room—a little guitar strumming, and then a stereo playing the Rolling Stones.
When I was finally putting away the last of my clothes, my door popped open and Goat’s little mustached face popped in.
“Hey, we’re ordering pizza. Want some?”
He didn’t use my name. I wondered if he remembered it. I wondered if “we” included Billy. I wondered if he knew what happened last night between Billy and me. I wondered if he knew what I didn’t know: how Billy felt now. Because I fashioned my fantasy self as a free spirit who didn’t care what guys thought of me, I tried not to care how Billy felt. But my fantasy self and reality self didn’t live in the same neighborhood.
“Hi. Yeah, thanks,” I said.
As I dug around in my purse for a few dollars, Goat jumped into the room. He was short, just a little past my shoulder, and he was wearing stringy cutoffs and the same AC/DC tee-shirt that he’d had on the day before. Barefoot, he kept bouncing up and down on his toes, his head swiveling to scan the room. If he was a girl, I thought, he’d be a cheerleader.
“Hey, nice typewriter,” he said, fingering the keys.
He moved over to the other side of the room and tipped open the lid on one of the boxes.
“That’s my roommate’s stuff,” I said. “You probably shouldn’t touch it.”
“She looks pretty foxy.” He held up a photo he’d pulled from the box. Two girls, one with long blonde hair and the other with long dark hair—dressed identically in jeans, white shirts, and sandals—leaned back beneath the shade of a big tree.
“I haven’t met her,” I said, “so how do you know which one she is?”
“Either way,” he said, shaking the photo, “Foxy One. Foxy Two.”
“Put that away, you’re making me nervous. I don’t want her to think we’re going through her stuff.”
“You two are going to be roomies. I doubt she’d care. Roomies share all kinds of things.”
I tried to look at his eyes to see if he was getting at what I thought he was getting at—what had Billy shared with him?—but his eyes, like his feet, didn’t stay in one place. He dropped the picture back in the box, and I closed it.
“Come on over when you want,” he said. “We’ve got beer. And pizza will be here soon.” He took the money I handed him and jumped out into the hall, leaving my door wide open.
The Billy-Goat Room was filled with people. They sat on the beds, the floor, in the desk chairs, and three guys stood near the back corner, smoking. The stereo blasted Van Halen. Filled with the nervous excitement I always felt at the beginning of parties—like how you feel strapped into a roller coaster right before it takes off—I squeezed in to watch a game of Quarters going on in the middle of the room. Billy knelt before the cup, aimed the quarter, and it plopped in. He pointed his elbow at a tan, blonde girl with white teeth—the most beautiful girl there. I wondered if he saw I was there, and if he cared.
I scanned the room for pizza but saw only a few crushed boxes. My stomach was sour and tight. I needed food.
“Hey Norma.” Someone squeezed my elbow. It was Liz. Her face was lit up from drinking. “Here.” She handed me a beer. As I took a long drink, the alcohol’s dimly sexual warmth flooded my body. We watched the Quarters game; six guys and four girls were playing with beer and whiskey.
“Do you know where I can get some food?” I asked.
“What?” Liz yelled. The music was loud.
“Where can I get some food?”
She leaned toward my ear and said, “There’s pizza around here somewhere.”
We observed the game some more. The blonde girl was impossibly beautiful. Everyone was watching her. For some reason, she looked familiar to me. Her movements were graceful, even as she tucked her hair behind her ear or threw down the quarter or drank. She wore silky red running shorts and a white sweatshirt that accentuated her tan. She even had a beauty mark on her cheek. I thought about the dark marks on my upper lip and hoped that Liz’s foundation was doing its job. The blonde’s quarter went into the glass, and, to the collective disappointment, it seemed, of all the guys playing the game, she pointed her elbow at the girl next to her. And then I realized it. I was looking at the blonde girl in the photo, the photo Goat had taken out of the box. Goat had been playing with me. In my room he’d known all along which one she was. He’d met her. I bet she’d moved her stuff in when I was sound asleep that morning. Then he and Billy had snatched her up, I realized with a little pang of betrayal. I immediately chastised myself—why feel betrayed by two guys I hardly knew?
“I’m really hungry,” I said into Liz’s ear.
“What about the vending machines?” she said. “I’ll come with.”
She grabbed two more beers on our way out the door. We walked down the narrow, windowless hall. Music emanated from many of the rooms, some rock, some soul, some disco. I wondered how all of these battling music tastes would co-exist. Some doors were open, and we saw people unpacking; they waved at us, and we held up our beers, playing grown-ups at a neighborhood block party.
A guy wearing a pink Izod shirt and a sparkling gold neck chain approached us in the hall. He had big biceps, and his left nipple stood out just below the alligator on his shirt.
“Hey girls,” he said. “Glad you’re having a good time, but house rules, no open containers in the hall.” There was something penetrating about his eyes; they were light green, like pond water struck by the sun.
“Who died and made you King?” said Liz.
“No one died, just graduated. I’m Kirk, your R.A., Resident Assistant.”
“Oh,” I said. “Are we busted?”
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“Just to the vending machines,” I said.
“Here, I’ll hold your beers for you,” he said. “I’ll keep them in my room. It’s 146, at the end of the hall. Come get them afterward.”
Liz looked sideways at me then did what I did—gave Kirk the beer. When we were feeding quarters into the vending machine, Liz said, “God, that Kirk gives me the heebie-jeebies.”
The vending machines stood in the corner of the foyer, opposite the row of mailboxes. At the other corner were a few video games where two guys sat playing Space Invaders.
“Really? I thought he’d be your type. He looks like a fraternity guy.”
“No, there’s something about him,” she said, choosing pork rinds then watching them drop. “It looks like his eyes aren’t normal. Maybe he has a glass eye or something.”
“Well, we don’t have to go back to get our beers,” I said, punching in the numbers for some chips.
“What, and let good beer go to waste? No way.”
My chips inched forward on the rod but the mechanism didn’t work right and the chips didn’t drop. They were stuck, dangling at an angle.
“Dammit!” I yelled. “I can’t believe this!”
“Here, have a pork rind,” said Liz.
“I hate those things,” I said. “Dammit!”
The two guys who’d been playing Space Invaders looked up. One was a white guy with brown shaggy hair, and other was a black guy wearing a “Save the Whales” tee-shirt.
“What’s up?” said the black guy.
“It’s stuck,” I said, gesturing to the machine.
“Should we?” said the white guy looking at his friend.
“Why not?” They approached us. “Okay, girls, this is our little secret, learned last night,” said the black guy. He looked both ways down the hall. “Do you see anyone coming?”
Liz laughed. “Who died and made you James Bond?” she said.
One grabbed each side of the vending machine and, with obvious effort, they pulled it forward, grunting as they did, and shook it. My chips and numerous other bags of chips and candy slid off the racks to the bottom of the machine. When they let the machine go it banged onto the floor. They high-fived each other.
“Wow, that was great!” said Liz, grabbing some M&M’s.
“Thanks a lot,” I said, and pulled out a few bags of chips and a candy bar, thrilled with my loot. “We don’t need all of this. You guys should have it.”
“Nah, just give us a few quarters, if you have them—we’re running out and we want to play more Space Invaders.”
Liz and I had five quarters between us and gave them to the guys.
The R.A.’s room was really a studio apartment with its own bathroom and small kitchen. A long, dark hallway led into a dimly-lit living space, with a couch, desk, dresser and small table. The place was so dark because a piece of fabric was draped over the floor lamp. The dark light softened Kirk’s intense eyes, but it still felt like he was staring even when he just glanced.
Liz had told me her plan was to grab her beer, gulp it down, then get out of there to roam the halls for a good party since Kirk gave her the creeps. But as Kirk had pulled our beers out of his mini-refrigerator, he asked us if we wanted to smoke a joint.
“I’m all over that,” Liz said, plopping down on the couch.
“Do you want to do the honors?” Kirk asked Liz, handing her a baggie of pot, papers and a lighter. As she began rolling the joint, Kirk put on the stereo what he told us was his favorite album. I’d never heard Al Jareau before, and the pleasing jazzy music filled the dimly-lit room. I relished the coziness—we were like lions, or ancient peoples, snug in our cave.
As we passed around one joint, then a second, then a third, we drank beer after beer that Kirk handed us from his refrigerator. Sitting on the couch next to Liz, Kirk talked about the traveling he’d done that summer. He’d backpacked alone through Europe, staying in hostels, taking trains and boats, hanging out in cafes with Europeans and Canadians and South Americans. He experienced underground clubs in Paris, wild discos in Athens, and a week-long party with a group of Italians on a beach in Malta.
For as long as I could remember, I’d fantasized about taking a trip like that—no pre-set agenda, just taking off and experiencing the world on my own. The only extended trips I’d taken had been with my parents—a Mexican Riviera cruise, a few trips to Disneyland when my sister and I were young, and a succession of camping trips in our trailer, pulled by our green Valiant station wagon. Dad wrote out an itinerary for each trip, with estimated times to get from place to place, and estimated amounts of money to spend on gas and food. Mom gave my sister and me money to spend on souvenirs: a plastic replica of a drive-through redwood tree, an Old Faithful key ring, a Grand Canyon beaded change purse.
Backpacking by yourself through Europe, or hitchhiking across the U.S., seemed liked adventures that belonged to men, the Jack Kerouacs and Jack Londons of the world. Erica Jong’s Isadora Wing didn’t quite count because a man accompanied her on her European trek. The closest thing I’d found was Go Ask Alice. I read and re-read the parts where Alice runs away from home and wanders around San Francisco.
“I’d die for a trip like that,” I said.
“God, not me, you’d get so grody,” said Liz. She was now stretched out on the couch, her feet on Kirk’s lap. “I like hotel beds and warm showers and restaurants.”
“Well, you should do it, Norma,” said Kirk, his green eyes blazing, even in the diffuse light.
“Easy for you to say,” I said, enjoying the role of the girl-who-can-stand-up-to-a-guy-not-caring-what-he-thinks-of-her. I reached up to take the joint from Kirk. “You’re a guy. You can travel all over like that. It’s safe for you.”
“I met lots of chicks on my trip from all over.” His gold necklace sparked as he shifted on the couch, placing his hand on Liz’s ankles. “Some were alone, some traveled with friends.” He took a swallow of his beer. “These two chicks in Greece, man they’d been everywhere together, had traveled through South America one time, and another time all through Asia, into Japan, Malaysia, Thailand.”
“Maybe they were dykes,” said Liz. There was more red than white in her eyes, and her left one twitched. She leaned back on the couch, looking like she couldn’t lift her head if she wanted to.
“No, really,” said Kirk. “And it’s not like they were dogs or old or anything. They were hot.”
“What—did you do them both?” Liz said, smiling.
“Maybe I did,” he said, looking at her.
“God, I’d love another beer,” she said, softly, as though she meant something else. I barely knew Liz, but I immediately recognized her coy tone.
“How about a little of mine?” he asked, leaning in her direction.
“What do you have in mind?” she asked.
He took a swig of his beer, holding it in his mouth, then leaned toward her. She didn’t move. As he bent forward and put his lips on hers, it looked like he passed the liquid into her mouth. He pulled back. She swallowed, then lifted her hand to his face. He leaned into her again and they kissed.
I looked away then stood, the blood charging to my head. The Al Jareau song on the stereo must have been playing for the tenth time. My foot caught in the rug and I tripped, grabbing onto the table to keep myself from falling. Faintly disappointed that the evening in Kirk’s homey room must end, I used the wall to steady me and guide me out of the dark room and into the blinding brightness of the hall.
Chapter Three — Norma Jean
I had to dial three times before I got it right. The first two times a recorded woman’s voice told me I had reached a number that was no longer in service. I knew it was in service but that I was just too wasted to dial correctly. And sure enough, on the third try Jack answered the phone. He sounded groggy. I glanced at my clock radio. It was 2 a.m.
“I’m here,” I said. “I’ve moved into the dorms.”
“Ah, great, how is it?” he asked. I heard a muffled sound, like he was shifting in bed.
Toning down the thrill that buzzed through my veins at hearing his voice, I said, “It’s cool. You know, people seem pretty nice and everything.”
“That’s great,” he said.
“You sound sleepy.”
“Yeah.”
“Sorry if I woke you.”
“That’s okay.”
“So what have you been up to?” I asked, hoping he’d elaborate on something, tell me a story, let me revel in his presence, the way the wires connected us, my lips to the phone, his voice in my ear.
“Not much,” he said. “Just the usual, work mostly. Bought a new car stereo. And some new skis, got a good deal on them.”
“I bet you’re excited ski season’s just a month or two away.”
“You know it.” I heard the muffled sound again and wondered, with a sinking feeling, if someone was in bed with him.
“You should come by,” I said.
“I’d love to. Some time I will.”
“I meant now,” I said, my inner monitor cringing as my desire for him made a jail-break out of my mouth.
“Aw, Babe, can’t do that.”
“No more parents,” I reminded him.
“Yeah, that’s great.”
“I’m drunk,” I said, anything to delay his hanging up.
“Way to go. Don’t waste a minute. College is supposed to be the best time of your life. Wish I’d gone.”
“Why don’t you? It’s not exactly too late. You’re only twenty-five.”
“Maybe I will one day.” He yawned.
“Okay, I’ll let you go,” I said. I always felt better if I initiated ending our calls, even though I never wanted to. “Would you like my number?”
“I don’t have a pen. Would you call back after we hang up? I won’t answer so you can leave your number on my answering machine.”
“Wow, you bought one of those too?” I said. “You’re such a technology whore.”
“Yeah.” He laughed.
“Okay, I’ll call back.”
“Okay, Babe, have a good night.” He clicked off.
I called back. You’ve reached Jack’s. Leave me a message. Ciao.
I left my number. It felt strange to realize that Jack could hear my voice as he lay there in his dark room. Was he alone? Was a girl with him, listening to my voice too? I hung up and sat back on my bed. I’d left Liz and Kirk in the R.A. apartment and came straight to my room, hoping to sober up a little, and to meet my roommate. But facing an empty room, I couldn’t resist the temptation to call Jack. Pathetic.
There was evidence my roommate had been in the room again—the picture of her and the brunette under the tree was now pinned to her bulletin board, the contents of one of her boxes spread out on her bed. The party sounded like it was still going strong next door in the Billy-Goat Room.
I wished I had a car. I’d drive to Jack’s, undress while he was sleeping and climb into bed with him. He’d be lying there, alone, dark hair on his pillow, sheet up to his waist, Tweety Bird tattoo on his shoulder. He’d reach over and pull me to him. I’d sleep, warm, in the crook of his arm.
There was no way I could sleep right now. The mixture of pot and beer in my system had me wired for some reason. Maybe it was the loud music next door. I stood and spied myself in the mirror. I looked kind of fuzzy. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. My eyes were almost as red as my hair, and the bruises were beginning to show on my upper lip again. I rubbed on more of Liz’s foundation and ran a brush through my thick, kinky hair.
The Billy-Goat Room door was open, the Quarters game still going on in the middle of the room. The evening’s early energy had waned; everyone looked a bit deflated, just going through the motions. I didn’t see Goat, Billy, or my roommate. I didn’t recognize anyone. The air was thick with cigarette and pot smoke, and a reggae song played on the stereo.
I watched for a few minutes from the doorway. A guy with glasses smiled at me and motioned for me to come join them. I went in and sat next to him, threw the quarter a few times, made it a few times, missed a few, had a few drinks of beer, a few shots of something. A guy across from me looked like he might be the guy with dark hair I’d seen on the bathroom floor the night before.
I thought about my roommate sitting here, playing Quarters with Billy earlier in the night. I wondered where she was, and where he was.
“Where you going?” asked the guy with glasses when I got up.
“The bathroom,” I said. But I didn’t really have to go to the bathroom. I just didn’t feel like being in that room anymore.
I walked through the hallways. Some doors were shut, others ajar. Music came from some, others were quiet.
I climbed the stairs to the second floor. On the landing halfway up sat a guy and a girl, smoking cigarettes.
“Hey,” they said.
“Hey,” I said back.
I walked down the hallway, wondering which room was Liz’s. Some people had already decorated their doors with their names, or posters, or a white board with a dangling felt pen for people to write notes. I passed one white board that had a cartoon drawn on it, the profile of a guy with an exaggerated penis. I wrote the letter “B” under the cartoon—not all of Billy’s name, just the letter “B” as my own private joke.
As I approached a room with an open door, a guy with whitish-blond hair and fair skin peeked out. His face was round beneath the baseball cap he wore. He reminded me of Charlie Brown.
“Hark, who goes there?” he said.
“Norma. Who goes there?”
“Paul. Paul Fellows. Would you care for a glass of wine?” he asked, as though our meeting were a blind date.
“Yes please,” I said.
His room was set up like a little apartment, with a mini-refrigerator, two floor lamps that created an ambiance the overhead florescent lights never could, and a beautiful, green velvet bedspread with soft throw-pillows. And the walls were plastered with James Bond posters, tuxedoed Bond, Bond staring down the barrel of a gun, Bond surrounded by long-legged women in bikinis.
He handed me a stemmed plastic wine glass filled with white wine from a cardboard box.
“Shaken, not stirred,” I said.
“Absolutely!” He smiled, touched his cup to mine and took a drink. “Do you play backgammon? I’ve been looking for an opponent all night.”
“I never have,” I said, “but you can teach me.” I hoped he’d want to. I had no desire to go back to my empty room, or to the sad remnants of the Billy-Goat party. This room felt homey, even more so than Kirk’s, and I loved the idea of nestling into it.
“Are you sure you’re drunk enough to learn?” He sipped at his wine.
“I’ve had more than enough,” I said. “And I’m stoned.”
“Good, very good, Norma Jean.”
“Just Norma.”
“I now christen thee Norma Jean,” he said, raising his glass. “You know that was Marilyn Monroe’s real name?”
“I’m the farthest thing from Marilyn Monroe,” I said, suddenly self-conscious that he was looking at me.
“I wouldn’t say that. You’ve got the figure.”
“No.” I poked at my now sucked-in stomach. “Too fat.”
“I don’t think so,” he said. “She was a size 12.”
“Really?”
“Paul doesn’t lie, Norma Jean.”
His playful patter was inspiring me. “Okay. If you’re calling me Norma Jean, I’m calling you Chuck.”
“Why Chuck?”
“Because that’s what Peppermint Patty calls Charlie Brown.”
“You wouldn’t be the first one to draw that parallel,” he said. “Damn it. If I just looked like any other cartoon character—say Clark Kent or Dick Tracy. Or Rex Morgan, M.D.”
“Charlie Brown’s cute,” I said, reveling in my backdoor flirting. He refilled my wine glass then put two cigarettes in his mouth and lit both. He handed one to me.
“Cute? Oh well.” He sighed. “Look, it’s 3:00 a.m. Backgammon time.”
We sat cross-legged on the bed, our shoes off, the backgammon board between us, our wine glasses within reach on the floor. I puffed at my cigarette, avoiding inhaling it.
He blew a smoke ring, then popped it with his finger. “One less virgin,” he said.
“Impressive, Chuck,” I said.
“Did you know that James Bond lost his virginity at 16?” he asked.
“No, I didn’t.”
“And that in the Ian Fleming books he has a scar on his face? Of course they can’t depict him as physically imperfect in the films.”
“Of course not.”
After he set up the pieces, he told me the rules. We launched into playing. Whenever I started to make a bad move, he’d say, “What fresh hell is this?” and he’d move my pieces for me. In that way, I was able to win now and then.
He asked me where I was from. I told him about my town, which he’d never heard of. He was from L.A. and was surprised that Sacramento seemed like such a hick town.
He told me that Sean Connery was his favorite 007, although Roger Moore had his charms. And did I know that in 1969, an actor named George Lazenby played Bond once—in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service?
“No, I didn’t know that,” I said, moving a white piece three spaces.
“You’re brown,” he said.
“Oops.”
“So what’s your favorite Bond film?” he asked.
“I liked The Spy Who Loved Me.”
“Not an atypical choice. Have you seen any of the classics, like Goldfinger? Or Dr. No?”
“No, Doctor.” Something about him made me want to assertively, and playfully, flaunt my ignorance rather than hide it. I was enjoying his cocky, jokey film connoisseurship.
“What about From Russia With Love?”
“No.”
“We’ll have to fix that,” he said, capturing two of my pieces.
We played game after game, and along the way we finished the box of wine. I was having a hard time keeping my eyes open.
“Hey Norma Jean, you’re falling asleep mid-play. You want to sleep here?” he asked. “I can sleep on my roommate’s bed. I doubt he’ll be showing up to move in”—he glanced at his watch—“for a least a few more hours.”
He moved the backgammon board off the bed and stood. I stood, too, and put my arms around him.
“Would you sleep with me?” I asked, half meaning would you have sex with me, and half meaning I don’t want to sleep alone.
“I think I’m too drunk to make the skunk work, Norma Jean,” he said, and kissed my nose.
“That’s okay,” I said. “Let’s just sleep.”
We crawled under the covers with our clothes on. The minute he took me in the crook of his arm, I fell into a hard sleep.
I woke to voices. Several voices, multiple voices. Men’s voices. I forced open my sticky eyes. My throat burned, my stomach was sour and tight. I didn’t know where I was. It was bright. The curtains were open. The curtains, orange and brown stripes. A dorm room.
Chuck, wearing his baseball cap and the same clothes from the night before, was talking to a guy on the other side of the room. It took my eyes a minute to adjust. No, there were three guys, including Chuck. One leaned into the closet, putting something inside. The other set down a box. They were chatting words that my ears couldn’t quite take in. My head felt like it was stuffed with straw. I inched up in the bed to sitting position.
“Look who’s joined the living,” said Chuck. “Norma Jean, this is Benny, my roommate—ooh, I feel a nickname coming on—Jack Benny, Benny Goodman, Benny and the Jets. Hm, need to work on it. And this is Benny’s dad, Mr. Moss.”
“Hi,” I said, offering a half-smile. The skin on my face felt like it might crack.
“Nice to meet you,” said Mr. Moss. He stepped toward me, bent down, and shook my hand. Light reflected off his bald head. Surfacing out of the depths of late-night drinking and late-morning sleeping, I felt a flash of embarrassment about being in Chuck’s bed with a dad in the room. I made sure Mr. Moss could see I was fully dressed, as I threw off the covers and sat on the edge of the bed—and that helped me feel less weird. Besides, there was something about him, the way he shook my hand, kindly and calmly, that suggested he might not mind my presence.
“Where do you live?” he asked.
“Downstairs,” I said.
“She’s from some little town north of here,” said Chuck, “a place with elm trees and Main Street and gun racks on the trucks.”
“Auburn,” I said.
“I know Auburn,” Mr. Moss said. “We’ve stopped for gas there on the way up to Tahoe, right Benny?”
“Yeah, I think I remember. Maybe not,” said Benny, taking off his glasses to wipe them on his tee-shirt.
“We live in San Francisco,” said Mr. Moss, smiling. He looked a little like the Grinch Who Stole Christmas once his heart grew. “I think these two city boys here will have some adjusting to do.”
“You know it, Mr. Moss,” said Chuck. “How can the capital of the state be such a hick town? There are cows here.”
“If you need some urban relief,” he said, “come visit any time. We have room to put you up. And after dorm food, you’ll think Mrs. Moss is an excellent cook.”
Benny snorted out a laugh, his glasses catching the light. “Good one, Dad,” he said. Mr. Moss laughed along with his son.
Chuck gave me a look. I flushed with pleasure. One night of backgammon and platonic bed-sharing, and we’d created an inner circle.
“Well, gentleman, and young lady, I need to head back,” Mr. Moss said. “The wife and I have tickets for the symphony tonight. Can’t miss it or there will be hell to pay. Nice to meet you all.” He shook my hand, then Chuck’s. He reached out to shake his son’s hand, then Benny stretched out his arms and hugged him. They hugged for a few seconds, Benny’s head on his father’s shoulder, his glasses askew. Mr. Moss patted his son’s back and pulled away.
“Okay, well, have fun kids,” he said, turning quickly to go. “See you in the city, I hope.”
Benny adjusted his glasses, eyes down, then turned to the closet, his back to us, and pulled some hangers off the rod. My throat tightened. I felt sorry for him. I hadn’t thought a guy could get upset about separating from his father. I had no brothers, and most of the guys I knew didn’t talk about their fathers, or didn’t like them very much because of their controlling ways. My father never knew his father, and neither did Jack—his parents divorced when he was young, and his father disappeared.
“Well, Norma Jean, I’m ahead twenty-four games of backgammon to twelve,” said Chuck. “Your honor is on the line. Don’t you want another shot at me? And how about a little food? And some hair of the dog?”
He brought out some crackers, cheese and apples. Then he took a bottle of vodka down from his closet—it looked like a full bar on the top shelf—and some tomato juice from the refrigerator to make Bloody Marys. He even had celery sticks. I was thrilled that last night’s events would be extended into today. I felt like I had in junior high at a slumber party when everyone else had fallen asleep and my best friend Suzy agreed to stay up all night with me. Over and over we played the board game where you spin the handle and open the plastic door, hoping one of three cute guys would appear—and screeching in euphoric horror whenever the one ugly guy did.
“Your dad seems really nice,” I said to Benny, who had set up his television and was disentangling wires of video game controls.
“Yeah,” said Benny. “He’s okay.”
“That must have been cool, growing up in San Francisco,” I said. “I like Fisherman’s Wharf.”
“It’s just tourists who go there,” he said. “No offense.” He looked at me, his glasses flashing. “Wow, you’ve got a lot of hair.”
I patted my head. “Is it that bad?”
“No, you’re pretty, and you just woke up,” he said. He worked at the wires for a moment, then looked at me again, then shifted his gaze to Chuck. “Did you two know each other before, or what?”
“We knew each other in a past life,” Chuck said, handing us each a Bloody Mary. “She was Marilyn Monroe, and I was Joe DiMaggio. Wait, he’s not dead. I was James Dean. Who would have imagined that dorms in Sacramento would throw us back together again? Cheers.”
We lifted our glasses and drank.
Chapter Four — The Bob Game
My mother had been engaged three times before she married my dad. All three engagements took place between the time she was seventeen and nineteen. The first engagement was to her high school sweetheart. The second to a sailor. And the third to the T.A. in her college chemistry class.
“Why did you break off all your engagements before you met Dad?” I asked her one evening, when I was a senior in high school as we sat alone in the living room.
She looked up from her book. “I don’t know.”
“Really? You don’t know?” I sipped my cocoa. My mother and I both liked strong, dark hot chocolate, which we’d sometimes drink together in the evening after dinner. “What about the high school sweetheart? Why’d you break up with him?”
“Well, I suppose it’s because I wanted to go to college, and he didn’t want me to.”
“He didn’t want you to go to college?”
“Nope. You know, Grandma wasn’t too thrilled about it either. She worried I wouldn’t get married if I went to college.”
“Geez, how ridiculous,” I said.
“Don’t rush to judgment, Norma. Times were different. Of course later she went to college herself to become a teacher. People change.”
Stung from her rebuke, I took a drink of my cocoa. I flipped through a magazine, hoping to regain through silence our snug sense of intimacy. After a few minutes I said, “What about the sailor? Why’d you break it off with him?”
She looked up from her book again. “He got shipped out.”
“Yeah, so?” I said.
“Well, I—” the corners of her mouth lifted in a little smile. “I fell for the T.A. in my Chemistry class.”
“Mom!” I said in mock horror. “You fell for someone while you were engaged to someone else?”
“Yes, I actually did.”
I could see by her eyes that she drifted off, transported to a whole world I knew nothing about. I was intrigued at the glimpse of a stranger in my mother. I waited, took a few more sips of my hot chocolate, and pet my cat Silly who lay curled next to me on the couch.
“So what happened to the T.A.?” I asked.
“Well, it turned out he wasn’t Catholic.”
“So? Neither was Dad.”
“But your father converted.”
“And the T.A. wouldn’t convert?” I asked.
“Well.” She paused for a moment, pushed back a cuticle with her thumb. “I didn’t ask him.”
“Why not? Is it because you met Dad and fell in love with him?”
“No. I’m not sure why I didn’t. Maybe because it didn’t seem right to ask a Jewish man to convert.”
“Oh, he was Jewish? Did Grandma know that?”
“No, and don’t you ever say anything,” she said, sharply.
“God, Mom, I wouldn’t. But you must have known he was Jewish when you got engaged.”
“It wouldn’t matter to me now,” she said. “But then, well . . .” She drifted off again, gazing at the dark window. Soon she went back to her book. I pet the cat some more, turned a few more pages in the magazine. I had another question I was dying to ask, something I’d wanted to ask her for a long time, but I was scared to. It had been a year since our horrible fight about my being on the Pill. I thought that now she might actually answer the question.
“Mom, were you a virgin when you married Dad?”
She closed her book on her finger and looked at me.
“Why do you want to know?”
Her question took me aback. “Geez, I don’t know . . . you were Catholic and everything, and it was the 1950’s, and I know that people didn’t have sex as much then as they do now . . .”
“Oh you know that, do you?”
I flushed. “God, that was a stupid thing to say,” I said.
She burst out into a laugh. I laughed, too. We didn’t laugh together that often, so I laughed a little longer than I needed to because it felt so good. When our laughter died down, I sat and waited, my question to her lingering in the air.
“Well?” I asked.
“Yes, I was.” After a pause she added, “Technically.”
I heard a chair scrape across the floor in the kitchen.
“Technically!” I heard my dad yell. He came charging into the living room. “What the hell does that mean?”
Because we were sitting, he towered over us, his arms hanging down as though paralyzed. At first I’d thought he was joking, but now I could see there was something else going on. I flushed, my heart racing.
“Exactly what it means,” said Mom, calmly. “I was a virgin.”
“But you said ‘technically.’” He almost whispered the word, as though trying to erase it.
“Yes, I did,” she said in the same tone of voice she used when telling me to do my chores. “And this discussion is over.” She rose and left the room.
My dad stood there, his arms dangling at his sides.
I navigated gingerly down the stairs, trying to keep my footing. I was drunk and nauseous after too many Bloody Mary’s to count in Chuck and Benny’s room. We’d taken turns playing backgammon against each other and, to my disappointment, Chuck had fallen asleep as Benny and I played. The sun had gone down, the windows blackened, but I was unsure of the time. I said goodbye to Benny, and the minute I slipped out of the room, fatigue swept my body.
In spite of my weariness, in the foyer downstairs I checked my mail hoping there might be something from Jack, but there wasn’t. I knew it was pathetic to think he might send me a letter when he lived in the same town. But when we were first together, he used to mail me notes all the time even though we saw each other almost every weekend.
I went to the restroom. Two girls leaned into the mirror, applying layers of mascara so that their eyelashes looked like spider legs. In a stall, I knelt at the toilet. My stomach lurched, but I couldn’t throw up. I went to the sink to wash my face.
The bathroom door swung open.
“Norma!” The explosive energy of Liz’s entry startled me. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Upstairs, hanging out with Chuck, I mean a guy named Paul.”
“Oh, the James Bond guy?” said Liz, abruptly blasé, looking at herself in the mirror and pinching her cheeks. “Is he your type?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I think he’s cute. What’s going on with you?” I splashed cold water on my face, and ran my wet hands through my hair to try to tame it. The bruises surfaced through the diminishing foundation.
“There’s a party in the Billy-Goat Room,” she said. “A big one.”
I dried my face with rough paper hand towels and asked, “What happened to the R.A.?”
“He has one nipple that sticks out and one that sticks in.” She wet her finger with her tongue and smoothed out her thin eyebrows. “Ugh. I’m onto bigger and better things.”
I almost made a crack about Billy being a bigger thing but decided against it. Even though I didn’t explicitly describe myself as an emancipated sexual free-spirit, deep down I wanted to be one. But something held me back from expressing that desire to others, especially a girl I just met, as much as I liked her.
“I need to get into bed,” I said.
“What? It’s our last night before classes start. And it’s only 10:00!”
“No, really. I don’t feel too good.”
“Listen,” said Liz. “Go take a nap. I’ll come get you at 11:00. You’ll feel better by then.”
“You think so?” For some reason, I wanted her to persist, to convince me.
“Yes.” She rubbed her lips with lip gloss. “You’ll be ready.”
The door to my room was open. In the dim light, I could see that Billy leaned back on my roommate’s bed, his long legs sprawled out. As irritated as I was at the way he’d bruised me, his gawky little boy quality revived some tenderness in me. I was glad he was finally there to see me. But then I realized my mistake. Sitting next to him was my roommate—the tan, blonde girl with the very white teeth. They each held a bottle of beer and were watching T.V. He was there for her, not me. I tried to tell myself I didn’t care, and part of me—about the size of my ring finger in relationship to my whole body—was convinced.
I knew I looked terrible; fortunately the lights were off, the room illuminated by the blue T.V. glow.
“Hey Norma,” said Billy. He tilted his long neck side to side to crack it. I remembered that gesture from two nights before, in his bed. I lay down on my bed and didn’t answer.
The blonde girl stood and walked over to me, bent down, and hugged me, her shirt falling low and revealing a lacy bra.
“Hi roomie! We finally meet! I thought you were a ghost or something! Norma, I’m Stacy,” she said, all exclamation points. She smiled broadly, and I was glad to see she had something dark lodged between her front teeth.
“The commercial’s over,” said Billy.
“Oops, excuse me! The Bob Newhart Show is on. We’re playing ‘Bob,’” she said. “Each time someone says ‘Bob,’ we have to drink! I’m a little looped because the secretary just said, ‘Oh, Bob, Bob, Bob, Bob, Bob!’” Stacy laughed, and again I saw the stuff in her teeth.
“Emily just said ‘Bob’ again!” exclaimed Billy energetically, obviously influenced by Stacy’s exclamation point voice and body as she flounced next to him on her bed. He clinked his bottle against hers and they drank. She flipped her long hair off her shoulder, and it clung to Billy’s tee-shirt.
I saw she had claimed both Billy and her side of the room. Her boxes were gone, all of her things now set in place: books, a jewelry case, stuffed animals. A framed print of pink and blue flowers hung on the wall over her bed, which was strewn with pink and green pillows. A guitar leaned against the corner of the room.
“Do you play the guitar?” I asked Stacy.
“What? Oh no,” she said, gesturing to the guitar. “That’s Billy’s.”
I’d figured it was. I wanted Billy to know I noticed.
I closed my eyes. My body felt unconnected to me, the room swaying like a boat. The canned laughter of the sitcom audience echoed in my head.
Just as I drifted off, I heard Stacy say, “Your phone rang. Sorry, I wasn’t thinking, and I answered it. A guy named Jack.”
Liz kept her promise and woke me in an hour. The room was dark; Billy and Stacy were gone. I told Liz I needed to make a phone call. She turned on the light then flipped through my binder while I called Jack’s number.
You’ve reached Jack’s. Leave me a message. Ciao. I hung up.
“God, you’re Miss Organized,” said Liz, shutting the binder. She grabbed my towel and shampoo and steered me to the shower. She waited until I was done, walked me back to my room, and handed me my hairbrush, then my mascara, then the foundation to cover the bruises.
“Here, wear this.” She handed me a lavender blouse from my closet. I put it on with jeans. I could hear the party next door—laughter, a yell now and then, loud music. In spite of myself, I felt a flutter, imagining the possibilities of the night.
“That looks great,” she said, smoothing down the back of the blouse after I put it on.
“Thanks,” I said. “You look great, too.” She was wearing white pants and a white shirt. I thought she looked a little like a dental hygienist.
“Here.” She handed me her lip gloss.
“So did you meet Stacy?” I asked, as I rolled her lip gloss on my lips. “My roommate?”
“Yeah,” she said. “God, what a ditz.”
I laughed, taking refuge in the fact that I wasn’t the one who said it.
The Billy-Goat Room was filled with smoke. A game of Beer Bong Quarters was going on—same rules, except the drinking involved a beer bong, a plastic contraption with a funnel that forced a full beer down your throat in a matter of seconds.
“Norma!” Stacy staggered over to me. Drunk, she was even more beautiful, her eyes wet, her lips red, her hair silky. The stuff between her teeth was gone. “I’m so glad you’re my roommate!” she enthusiastically slurred, draping her arm around me.
Even if she didn’t mean it, I was a sucker for a compliment. And there was something pitiable about seeing someone simultaneously drunk and gorgeous. Her vulnerability flipped a switch in me from irritated and resistant, to benevolent and curious. She was, after all, going to be my roommate for a year. I knew I’d been swiftly judgmental, just because of her looks. Who knew what she was really like? She could turn out to be a great friend—even if we weren’t immediately soul mates. If, with her arm around me she had whispered in my ear, “Norma, you’re a jerk,” I wouldn’t have argued. But she didn’t seem like the type to put someone else down. So Billy was after her. Who could blame him?
“Thanks,” I said, getting a whiff of the beer on her breath. “I’m glad you’re my roommate too.”
Liz frowned at me. I read her thoughts: Norma, are you disloyal, or just a liar?
I smiled and shrugged, my look attempting to send back a message to Liz, Let’s give her a chance.
“You’ve got such beautiful hair,” Stacy murmured. “Really, really pretty. So red.”
“Thanks.”
“And you, what’s your name again?” she said, pointing her finger at Liz’s chest, her “what” sounding more like “wash.”
“Mata Hari,” said Liz. I had the feeling Liz wasn’t into giving people a chance, especially someone so pretty who was probably given a million chances a day.
“Oh, is that Chinese?” said Stacy.
“She’s kidding,” I said, “It’s Liz.”
“Liz?” By now Stacy was hanging on me, her arm tight around my neck. She was surprisingly heavy for such a slender girl.
“Why don’t you sit here for a minute?” I moved her over to the bed, lowering her down next to a guy who was smoking a joint.
“Thanks, Norma,” Stacy said. She leaned against the guy with the joint. He held it up to her lips, and still leaning on the guy she inhaled, the ash burning red. The look on his face suggested he couldn’t believe his luck.
Liz had found the drinks and handed me something in a plastic cup. I took a sip—maybe rum and coke.
“You’re being awfully chummy with Miss America,” Liz said. She gear-shifted her voice into a faux beauty queen: “I believe we can create world peace by distributing cute, pink stuffed animals to all the world’s leaders.”
In spite of myself, I laughed. “Seriously, Liz, she seems okay. She can’t help it that she looks the way she does. Maybe she’s cool. Let’s give her a chance. She’s my roommate, after all.”
“Lucky you,” she said, grinning and delivering a stinging pinch to my arm, then walking over to sit in the drinking game circle.
Billy came up to me. I ignored him until he said, “Hey Norma.” The whites of his eyes looked like a red roadmap. Standing next to me, he was so tall I could see his nose hairs. “I need to talk to you.”
“Okay, talk,” I said cavalierly. But my heart thumped hard at the I’m-the-man-and-you’re-in-trouble-young-lady tone in his voice.
“I mean in private. Could we go into the hall for a second?”
From the drinking circle, Liz lifted her eyebrows at me as I turned to walk out with Billy. We squeezed through the crowd and found a quiet spot at the foot of the stairs. Billy’s long legs folded up to his chest as we sat. Wrapping his long arms around his legs, he reminded me of a spider. I took a drink of my rum and coke, then held the cup out to him in a pre-emptive peace offering. Clearly he was upset for some reason. He drank and handed the cup back to me.
“Why didn’t you tell me you have something?” he said, his red eyes searching my face.
“What are you talking about?”
“I have two sores. They just appeared this morning.”
My stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”
“You know,” he said softly. “Down here.”
“We barely did it,” I said.
“You should have told me.”
“There’s nothing to tell,” I said more firmly than I felt. Tears threatened to well up in my eyes. “Whatever your problem is, it has nothing to do with me.” I stressed your problem to fortify myself.
“They appeared this morning. Just appeared.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” I said, thinking about the bruises on my face that also just appeared. “It could be anything.”
“I’ve never had anything like this before,” he said.
“Neither have I.”
“Come on, Norma. Tell me the truth.”
“Billy. I’m telling you the truth. Honest to god.”
We sat there in silence. I drank from my cup and offered it to him again. He took it and drank, then handed it back.
“Well you better get checked out.” He pushed up from the step, unfolding his body to stand. As he walked down the hallway, away from his room, I wondered instinctively and irrationally where he was going. I shouldn’t have cared. While I felt the inequity of his blame lodge in my body at a cellular level, I couldn’t have articulated what was wrong with how he’d just spoken to me.
I knew I wasn’t at fault, but my body burned with shame. I finished my drink then stood up and went back to the party, as though to claim my rights to the Billy-Goat Room, even though I couldn’t prove anything to Billy since he’d disappeared down the hall.
From the edge of the circle in the Billy-Goat Room, I watched the drinking game. Liz’s quarter made it into the glass, and she pointed her elbow at Goat. He jumped up from the floor and held the funnel in one hand and the long tube in the other. Liz poured a beer into it. Everyone shouted “Go, go, go, go!” and Goat put the tube to his mouth while Liz held the funnel up high. Aided by gravity, the whole beer rushed down Goat’s throat. He did a little jig, moving his feet to the music, then sat back down to take aim with the quarter.
His quarter plopped into the glass. He jumped up and pointed his elbow beyond the circle of players and right at me.
“Come on, Norma!” he shouted.
“Nor-ma! Nor-ma! Nor-ma!” chanted the people in the circle, their endorsement a Billy-antidote.
Goat handed me the beer bong tube and held up the funnel, filling it with a full beer.
“Okay, go!” he shouted, his little blond mustache twitching.
I put the tube to my mouth, and he held up the funnel. In just a few seconds, I had swallowed a whole beer.
In that way, I joined the game. Sitting cross-legged next to Goat, all of us drinking and drinking, I fuzzily watched events unfold like movie scenes.
A guy played air guitar in the corner of the room.
A girl stood on top of Goat’s desk, twirling around and around.
Two guys removed the shirt of a guy who passed out on the bed and wrote I’m a fag all over his chest in black marker.
Someone threw a bottle against the wall and it bounced off, leaving a dent.
Kirk, the R.A., appeared, his green eyes flashing. He asked us to turn down the music then drank a beer bong before leaving.
I lost track of time. I lost track of beers. I lost track of people. At some point Liz had drifted away. Stacy had been there but now was gone, too. Billy had never come back. Only Goat remained a constant, sitting next to me, pouring me rum and cokes, handing me the quarter to throw, smiling his funny small smile at me. He likes me, I thought.
The next thing I knew, the room was dark, and I was lying on Goat’s bed, under Goat. He was kissing me, his mustache grazing my face. I was very, very drunk, but it seemed that he was a good kisser, thank god. I wanted good sex, real sex.
He pushed his body against mine. I pressed mine into his. I could feel my body responding, wanting more, but it didn’t quite feel like my body.
It was quiet. No music on the stereo, no noises from the hall.
In the midst of my drunken arousal, Billy’s accusation flicked in my mind. You better get checked out.
“Do you have a rubber?” I whispered into Goat’s ear.
He rolled over. In the silver light from the streetlamp, I could see his skinny, pimpled back. I heard the tearing of paper, watched his back move, snake-like.
He turned toward me again and whispered, “Okay.”
It felt like I was floating, somehow not quite on the bed. I pulled him to me, moving with him, willing him to move the way I wanted him to move, and he responded. His hands were in my hair, pulling at it in a way that might have hurt could I completely feel.
He didn’t say a word, and neither did I. We quietly moved together in the dark, and soon I edged toward my peak, and then it hit, the explosiveness, the waves, the concurrent gripping and letting go.
I could have kept going, wanted to keep going, but too soon Goat’s body slackened and he rolled away from me. The blanket scratched my skin. In a minute I realized he wasn’t awake anymore. Asleep in the dark, he was a blue-skinned stranger.
I disentangled myself from the bed to put on my clothes. The light from the streetlamp illuminated Billy’s side of the room. He wasn’t there.
I slipped on my shoes and went next door to my room. I expected to see Billy in Stacy’s bed with her, but she was sleeping alone, her blonde hair fanned out on her pillow.
Chapter Five — Girl Stuff
My parents told and retold their stories to my sister and me around the dinner table—how they were both the first in their families to go to college, how they met in an English class, how my mom helped my dad by typing his papers, how he helped her with her math homework. My father had so much test anxiety that he’d often be absent on the days of tests so he could take make-ups. Something about not being surrounded by other test-takers made it easier for him. Once he went to talk to a history professor about taking a makeup for a test he’d been especially dreading. He was worried because he was about ready to graduate, and without a passing score on this test he might not make it.
As my father told the story, the professor looked up from his desk and said, “I suppose you’re here about the test.”
“Yes, sir.”
The professor opened his grade book and looked up and down the columns. “Rogers, right?”
“Yes sir.”
“You got a B.”
At this point in the story, my dad would always grin and say, “The gods must have been with me. For some reason that professor had a grade in his grade book for me. I didn’t correct him, just said, ‘Thank you, sir,’ and walked out.”
And then my mom said, “Stan, that was cheating.”
“No, it wasn’t, Barbara,” he responded. “Besides, you wrote some of my English papers for me. Wasn’t that cheating?”
“I didn’t write them,” she said. “I heavily edited them and typed them up.”
“Your definition of ‘heavily edit’ might be someone else’s definition of ‘write.’”
And then they’d launch into a lengthy discussion about ethics and education while my sister and I looked at each other over our dessert, pretending to condescend to their passionate discussion of a pointless topic while secretly relishing the peek into their pasts, into a hazy world when they were young, unmarried and childless.
My parents would always end the discussion agreeing to disagree. Mom would be a little heated by this point, and Dad would be terse.
And then, Dad would lean across the table and hold out his hand. Mom would reach over reluctantly, and then she’d warm a little as he squeezed her fingers.
The professor wanted us to call her Linda. She wanted us to write about things that mattered to us, things we cared about, things we were passionate about that were in the news. What did we think about equal pay for equal work? Abortion rights? The Equal Rights Amendment? The appointment of the first female U.S. Supreme Court Justice? What did we think about the Middle East? The release of the hostages? The Air Traffic Controllers’ strike?
I opened my binder to the “English Class” section and fished a pen out of my purse. I was sitting in the back row because I’d been late to class. I’d slept through my alarm, and then I had a hard time finding the classroom. When I first exited the dorms, I wasn’t even sure where the main campus was. The dorm buildings were positioned in a circle around a well-manicured lawn. I didn’t know which direction to walk to get out of the circle, so I followed two guys with backpacks who looked like they knew where they were going. Rounding the corner of Dorm Four they took a cement walkway, lined by pink and yellow flowers, to the central campus.
The air was hot and the sky lake-blue. The campus seemed huge, with cluster after cluster of identical-looking white and red-brick buildings. Students lay on patches of grass in the sun or beneath huge shade trees. Other students walked purposefully, backpacks slung over a shoulder. After glancing at my class schedule, I was about to ask someone the location of Riley Hall when I looked up and saw that I was standing right in front of it.
“Your first writing assignment,” said Linda, “is to write about something in the newspaper that interests you. Spend some time looking through each section—read a variety of headlines, scan different stories, until you find something that grabs you.”
I wrote “newspaper” and “grabs” on the lined paper. I reminded myself I was sitting in my first college class, and I felt a tinge of excitement rise in me—but my head was fuzzy, my chest tight, my stomach sour. Images of the previous night played in my mind, a strange feeling running up my spine: holding the beer bong to my mouth, a girl spinning around and around on top of Billy’s desk, Goat’s mustache grazing my face, Stacy’s long blonde hair, Billy’s words, you better get checked out . . .
Linda held up a newspaper, pointing out the sections: News, Lifestyle, Opinion, Business.
A guy in the front row raised his hand. “Can we write about sports?” he asked.
“Yes, for this first assignment, choose anything at all. After this first assignment, though, I’m going to ask you to stretch beyond what’s familiar.”
I wrote “stretch” on my paper.
As Linda talked, she walked back and forth across the front of the room, wet patches blooming under the arms of her silky pink blouse. Large gold earrings hung heavily from her elongated earlobes. She was plump, fleshy in a solid, yet feminine, way. Whether she wrote on the board, brandished the newspaper, or distributed the syllabus, her movements seemed decisive, streams of words flowing effortlessly from her mouth.
It was hot in the room. I wished I’d worn shorts like the girl sitting next to me. She had long legs, recently shaved by the looks of it. My legs needed to be shaved, but I didn’t even have time to shower this morning. I’d pulled back my unruly hair with a rubber band, washed my face, and quickly applied foundation to my bruises, which were, fortunately, fading. And another fortunate thing was that someone had cleaned the bathroom. It didn’t take long to learn that the dorm bathrooms were cleaned only during the week—meaning, on the weekends, we’d have to suffer whatever havoc we wreaked.
“Right now,” said Linda, walking down the rows toward the back of the room. “I want you to write down something about yourself. Just a few paragraphs describing where you’ve come from, what your interests are, and your goals.”
She stood next to my desk, her arm in pink silk gesticulating near my face. Her body emitted a spicy perfume—flowers and gingerbread.
“So now please take ten minutes to write.”
I wrote my name on the paper. Linda had circled the class and ended up once again at the front of the room. Leaning against the board, she surveyed the students. She caught my eye and smiled at me. I smiled back, then looked back at my paper, wondering if my hair looked crazily out of control in its rubber band, if I looked as messy as I felt.
I picked up my pen and thought about where I was from. Auburn, in the Sierra Nevada foothills. The air smelled different there, the light was different too. Oak trees, ghost pines, the owl who perched out my window at night. Our house of windows, redwood decks, wall-to-wall carpeting, blue swimming pool. My friends who went away to college, my friends who stayed behind, two who were engaged, including my best friend. My parents, alone in the house now that my sister and I were gone.
I couldn’t write about any of that. I didn’t know what to say. I began to write about my interests instead. I liked movies and music and books, I wrote. My favorite book when I was a kid was Harriet the Spy. I’d loved Heidi, too. Books about girls on adventures. Adventurous women. Go Ask Alice. Fear of Flying.
That sounded childish. I tore the paper out of my binder and crumpled it up. A guy with a sunburned face looked at me, then back to his paper.
I’m from Auburn, a small town, I wrote. I like to read and go to the movies and hang out with friends. I always had a goal to go to college, and here I am, fulfilling my goal. I want to be educated so I can get a good job and travel. I think my major will be Communications.
I didn’t really know what Communications was, but it sounded good because I believed it didn’t require math and science.
Or maybe I’ll major in Spanish. I’d like to learn another language.
I didn’t know where that came from; I wasn’t even signed up for a Spanish class.
Or maybe I’ll major in English, since I like to read.
As I wrote, I became more and more aware of a huge gap between what I really wanted to say and what I was able to write down. I didn’t know why I couldn’t say what I meant.
And maybe one day I’ll get married, I continued to write. But I won’t stay at home, cooking meals, cleaning the house, and raising the kids. Everything would have to be fifty-fifty.
I was developing a headache, and the room was so hot. I knew that after class I’d need to traverse the huge campus to find the health center so I could, as Billy said, get checked out.
I don’t believe that men should work and women stay at home.
I re-read my paragraph. It sounded like something written by someone else.
“Please finish your sentence,” said Linda. “Then pass your paper up front. Don’t forget to write about a newspaper article. Two to three pages, typed, double-spaced. And I’ll see you all on Wednesday.”
“Norma Jean!”
It was Chuck, coming out of the classroom next to mine. His face grew even more round as he grinned at me under the brim of his baseball cap. He bumped his shoulder against mine, his playful touch flushing me with warmth. His presence felt immediate and sure, as though we’d known each other much longer than a weekend. Maybe he was right—that we’d been linked in a past life. What a funny thought: me, the reincarnated Marilyn Monroe; him, the reincarnated James Dean.
“How are you doing, Norma Jean, Norma Ray, Norma Desmond?”
“Norma who?”
“I’m ready for my close-up Mr. DeMille.” He framed his face with his hands and bugged his eyes out at me. “Don’t you know Sunset Boulevard?”
“No, what is it?”
“1950, Gloria Swanson, William Holden.”
“I’m not too into old movies,” I said. “I do like Elizabeth Taylor with her violet eyes. But her movies, I don’t know. I like newer ones. Did you see Raiders of the Lost Ark? Rocky? Ordinary People?”
“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “But they don’t hold a candle to the classics, film noir, Billy Wilder, Alfred Hitchcock. I’m assuming it’s a sad fact that you’ve never seen Vertigo or Rear Window?”
“You’d be correct,” I said.
“And we know you haven’t seen Sean Connery as 007. We have some work to do. There’s a great theater downtown that shows old movies. Let’s go now.”
“I have another class,” I said. “And I need to go to the Health Center first.”
“What for?”
“Girl stuff,” I said, trying to sound carefree.
“Oh, the elusive girl stuff,” he said. “The magical mystery tour of girl stuff.”
“Do you know where the health center is?”
“I think it’s over by the Student Union. Shall I escort you?”
I shielded my eyes against the bright sun with my hand as we walked across campus. I was grateful not to have to navigate the campus alone, but the last thing I wanted was for Chuck to be privy to my problem. Oblivious, Chuck pattered on about how Alfred Hitchcock sometimes made cameos in his own films, about Doris Day singing Que Sera Sera in The Man Who Knew Too Much, about the shower scene in Psycho.
As he pulled open the door to the Health Center for me, he told me he was majoring in film and that one day he wanted to make great movies.
He followed me into the Health Center. Thankfully, though, he seemed sensitive to my need for privacy and said, “I’ll wait here” as he took a seat with other students in the waiting room.
I told the woman behind the counter that I needed to see a doctor for a gynecology checkup.
“Okay, there are some appointments available next week,” she said, clicking her pen.
“I really need to see someone now,” I said.
“Is it an emergency?”
“I’m not sure. I think so. Maybe.”
“Well in that case, sign here.” She pushed a clipboard toward me. There were six names on the list.
“How long will I have to wait?”
“Probably two to three hours.” She clicked her pen again.
“But what if I’m in pain?”
“Are you in pain?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. Kind of.”
She looked at me, narrowing her brown eyes.
“Just sign in,” she said.
I felt my chest tightening and tears welling up in my eyes. I had never been alone at the doctor’s before. Once I’d been to the free clinic to get my birth control pills, but my best friend, Suzy, had come with me. Other than that, my mother had always made my doctor and dentist appointments—and had taken me to them, dealing with the receptionists, asking the doctors questions, getting my prescriptions filled, and always taking me out afterward for cake or ice cream. Even with Chuck waiting for me, I felt an irrational upsurge of loneliness, of abandonment.
“Are you okay, hon?” asked the woman, her tone softening. She put down her pen and handed me a tissue.
I wiped my eyes. “I don’t know.”
“I’m sure everything’s fine. Now, take a deep breath and tell me if there’s anything I can do for you,” she said in a concerned psychotherapist voice.
“Do I really have to wait until next week for an appointment?” I sniffled then blew my nose.
She flipped through the spiral notebook in front of her. “I can squeeze you in tomorrow at 2 p.m.”
“Really?”
She nodded.
“Okay,” I said. “Thanks.”
In the waiting room, I found Chuck reading Cosmo.
“Here are ten ways to make your man happier in bed,” he said. “And ten ways to get that nasty cellulite off your thighs. What is cellulite, anyway? It sounds like something an astronaut would drink. And why is everything a list of ten?” He looked up at me. “Oh. Have you been crying?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“Red puffy eyes. You could pass for stoned. But I doubt you smoked out with the nurse, did you?”
I blew my nose in the tissue. “I have an appointment tomorrow.”
Chuck stood and grabbed my hand. “I have something that’ll make you feel better. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
And so it was that I took my first Quaalude on the day I cut my first class. Instead of going to the opening session of Cultural Anthropology, I bought a diet cola so Chuck and I could swallow the pills. Then we went downtown to see The Postman Always Rings Twice. While Lana Turner lit up the screen, Chuck and I sat in the cool, dark womb of the theater, flying on Quaaludes, eating popcorn, and sharing a bottle of peppermint Schnapps.
Chapter Six — Princess
The summer before I went to college, Prince Charles married Lady Diana Spencer. My best friend, Suzy, and I had stayed up all night at her house to watch the wedding.
“I really don’t know why in this day and age it should matter if a prince marries a virgin,” I said, pulling my sleeping bag up over my legs.
“I know,” said Suzy, popping open a diet soda. We were both on diets, so the fare for the night was diet soda and air-popped popcorn. “I mean, you can lose your hymen riding a horse. Don’t those royals ride horses all the time?”
“Good point,” I said, as Lady Di rode to the church in a glass coach, which struck me as romantic yet juvenile. “Wow, that is so Cinderella.”
“I really don’t get it,” said Suzy. “She’s got such a big nose. Makes me think I could marry a prince if I wanted to.” Suzy had her father’s nose, a prominent, beaky thing with a large bump. But she was pretty, with her big blue eyes, full breasts and thick brown hair that conformed perfectly to the feathered Farrah hairdo. She never lacked for a good boyfriend. And now she was engaged to Sammy, who had been her boyfriend all senior year.
“She’s taller than he is,” I said. “I read that in their engagement photos, Prince Charles stood on a step.”
“I’m so glad Sammy’s taller than me.” She grabbed a handful of popcorn. “This shit tastes like packing material,” she mumbled through a full mouth.
Lady Di emerged from the coach in a cloud of white dress. As she walked down the red-carpeted aisle, her long train dragged behind her like a deflated sail. Her face was softened by the veil. I didn’t mind her nose, or her height. I thought she was beautiful.
“I wonder if she’s really a virgin,” Suzy said.
“Maybe she’s just one technically,” I said.
“What do you mean, technically?”
“You know, has done everything but.”
“Can you imagine being one of her ex-boyfriends?” said Suzy. “You’d be like, ‘I had my tongue in that Princess!’” She shouted out a laugh.
“You’d be like, ‘That Princess blew me!’” I said.
We laughed hard. Then we laughed harder and harder, holding our stomachs, falling down in our sleeping bags, pounding at the floor with our heels, while Diana’s father, Earl Spencer, gave her away to Prince Charles.
It was 3 a.m., and my English homework was due the next day. I spread out the newspaper on my bed and smoothed it down. I turned the pages, looking for something to jump out at me, as Linda, the professor, had said to do.
In the quiet of our room, Stacy lay in bed, her side of the room dim, her blonde hair spread out on her pillow. Slowly turning the pages of the newspaper, I envied her deep sleep. I was so sleepy I was beyond sleep, residing in the jittery world of over-caffeination. I had planned to do homework that afternoon, after my morning classes. But instead I’d spent hours with Chuck, Liz and Benny drinking wine, smoking cigarettes, and playing backgammon. When Chuck realized it was past midnight, he made coffee for everyone. We all had homework to do.
As we’d walked down the hall from Chuck and Benny’s to Liz’s room, she’d said, “God, I bet Benny’s a virgin.”
“Really?” I said. It seemed funny to think of a guy as a virgin.
“Yeah, look at him, with those glasses, such a Mama’s boy. And he couldn’t stop staring at my boobs.” Liz was wearing a tight scoop-neck tee-shirt that hugged her breasts. “He’s so adorable.”
“You think so?”
“Yeah, there’s something about him.”
We reached her room that had a poster plastered on the door of David Bowie, all bleached blonde shaggy hair, pink tights and rainbow platform shoes. She opened the door. As usual, her roommate, a girl named Brenda, wasn’t there. I’d never met Brenda because she used the dorms as a front. In reality, she lived with her boyfriend in his off-campus apartment, but she didn’t want her parents to know. Liz told me Brenda came by once a week to get her mail and phone messages.
“It’s too damn bad our classes get in the way of our college experience,” Liz deadpanned. “Want to come hang out?”
I did, but I clutched at my last shred of self-discipline. “No, I really should go do my homework.”
“Okay, maybe I’ll organize my binder like yours,” she said. “You’re a good role model.” She laughed.
I wished I had a retort, something funny to say back, but I was anxious and preoccupied. I had gone to the Health Center that day after class, alone, and had my checkup. Stern and efficient, the doctor’s cool hands swiftly performed a pap smear and breast exam. An equally efficient nurse had taken my temperature and drawn my blood, capturing its swirling darkness into three elongated tubes. I’d left with a card in my hand. Written on the card was another appointment in a week to get the results.
And now, as I sat on my bed thumbing through the newspaper, it appeared that the world was a mess. Assassinations, military actions, a mine collapse leaving 65 dead. Gay men were getting some strange disease. A test-tube baby was about to be born in England.
I turned to the style pages. The new trend was to bring to your hairstylist a photo of Princess Diana and request her cut, which to me wasn’t much different than the Dorothy Hamill cut.
On the T.V. page was a long story about the soap opera General Hospital. Everyone anticipated the wedding of two characters, Luke and Laura, just six weeks away. I decided to write about that.
As usual, I felt a prickly resistance as I began to write, but soon my pen flowed across the paper. I wrote about how people all over the nation were planning Luke and Laura wedding parties, about how I had watched General Hospital most days during my senior year, rushing to my house, or Suzy’s, to catch it. We’d seen Luke and Laura meet. We’d seen her work for him as a waitress at his disco. We’d watched Luke pull Laura to the floor of the disco late one night, after all the customers had gone. We watched him rape her. Then, after Laura went to rape crisis counseling, she fell in love with Luke. Their love affair—and it was an affair, for Laura was married to Scottie—was passionate, rocky, and strewn with obstacles. And now Laura had divorced Scottie and was marrying Luke. Everyone eagerly anticipated the revealing of Laura’s wedding dress—would it be like Diana’s? Would Luke wear a tux or a suit? What would be their color theme?
I wrote and wrote. I was on a roll, even though I half believed, half doubted my words. There was something magical about weddings, I wrote, something that got everyone excited and optimistic, that made us all hope that true love, authentic love, everlasting love might find us one day.
Stacy’s alarm rang at 6 a.m. while I was trying to decipher my handwriting to type up the last paragraph of my paper. With her eyes half closed, she got out of bed and pulled on running shorts and a tank top.
“Wow, have you been up all night?” she asked.
“Yeah, I had a paper to write. I hope my typewriter didn’t wake you.”
“I could sleep through a bomb.” She pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “I’ve always been that way. Once I’m out, I’m out.”
“I’m not that way so much anymore,” I said. “But I used to be. When I was a kid, a train exploded in our town, blowing out windows of houses down the street. It woke up the whole neighborhood, but I slept through it.”
“Sounds like something I’d do.” Stacy put her face close to the mirror to clean the sleep sand out of the corners of her eyes.
“Who’s that girl in the picture?” I asked, pointing to her bulletin board, to the photo of her and a dark-haired girl sitting on green grass under a tree, the one Goat had pulled out of one of Stacy’s boxes before I’d even met her.
“Tabitha,” she said. “My step-sister.” Something about the way she said “step-sister” and “Tabitha” made the words sound exotic. That was Stacy’s aura: exotic combined with girl-next-door.
“Oh, your parents are divorced,” I said.
“No. My mom died.”
“She did?”
“Yeah, three years ago, when I was fifteen.”
“Oh.” I almost added, That’s terrible, but it didn’t seem like a nice thing to say. Stacy was nice. So nice that she made me interrogate most of what I said for its niceness factor. She made me kinder than I really was.
“And then my Dad married the florist who prepared the flowers for my mother’s funeral. It was weird. He’s really into her. It seems like he loves her more than he loved my mom.” She sat on the edge of her bed, pulling on her socks. When she looked up, I glanced at her eyes to see if they had tears in them. They didn’t.
“But,” she continued, “the good thing about the Flower Lady—her name’s Tina, really—is that she brought Tabitha to live with us.” As though Stacy heard a mosquito buzz of criticism in her words, she backpedaled. “Actually, Tina’s not bad, it’s just hard for me to see someone else with my dad. But I’m happy for him, that he found love.”
I wondered how her mother died, but it didn’t seem okay to ask. Stacy took the picture off her bulletin board and brought it over to me.
“See, we look like sisters, even though we’re not.”
“Yeah, you really do.” The two girls looked like photo negatives, with the contrast between Tabitha’s dark hair and Stacy’s light hair.
“You’ll get to meet her soon, I hope,” said Stacy. “I think God gave me Tabitha so I could deal with my mom’s death.” She took the photo and pinned it back on her bulletin board. “She’s a senior right now, but next year she’ll be coming here. We’re going to get an apartment together.”
“That sounds good.” I tried to imagine what would have happened to me, my sister, and my dad if my mom had died. I thought about the one day, a few years back, when Mom had the flu and lay on the couch all day reading. I had never known her to do something like that before. She never got sick. I couldn’t imagine her in bed, ill—much less in the hospital, dying. Had Stacy experienced something like that? Here she was, just being normal, being nice, living in the dorms, taking classes, partying with us as though we were all the same.
Turning around to face me, she suddenly looked different. It seemed there was something mysterious and dark around her eyes.
With her hand on the doorknob, she said, “My mom had breast cancer.” She shut the door quietly behind her. A minute later I saw her jog by the window, her blond ponytail bobbing.
After English class, Chuck met me as I came out of the classroom like he had before.
“Professor Sominex put me to sleep again,” he said, bumping my shoulder with his in greeting. “I think he missed his calling as a hypnotist.”
“I’m sure he’d be grateful if you set him straight,” I said. “Maybe you could have ‘career counselor’ as a backup plan to ‘filmmaker.’”
“Nope, no backup plans. It’s all or nothing. I’m either the next Alfred Hitchcock, or I’m drinking out of a paper bag on the street. Where’re you going, Norma Jean?”
“To my class I missed on Monday because you drugged me and dragged me to the movies.” I smiled, filled with the pleasure of our flirtatious playfulness. It niggled at me, though, that I was more witty around Chuck and more nice around Stacy. Did that mean I had no personality of my own?
“Wanna do it again?” asked Chuck. “They’re showing The Country Girl, 1955. Grace Kelly won the Oscar.”
“Is she the one who married that prince?” Maybe this was my personality—a question-asker.
“Yes, Prince Rainier of Monaco. Tragic, really, that she’d leave a movie career to sequester herself in some vague country no one but Catholics have ever heard of.”
“Was she a good actress?”
“Good? She was great. Hitchcock put her in three of his films, which wouldn’t mean anything to you, but we will fix that.”
“But not today,” I said. “I really have to go to my class.” As much as I would have loved to go to the movies, it felt good to be firm. Maybe that was it, my personality profile: Norma is a firm question-asker.
“I’ll escort you, Madam.”
As we walked across campus, Chuck talked about the Sunbeam Alpine Sports Roadster that Grace Kelly drove in To Catch a Thief, the fact that she turned down Bing Crosby’s marriage proposal, and that in 1953 she lost the Best Supporting Actress Oscar for her role in Mogambo to Donna Reed in From Here to Eternity.
“Jesus Christ,” he said as we turned the corner of the bookstore.
“What?”
“Is it my imagination run amok? I’d swear that’s the young Grace Kelly walking toward us.”
It was Stacy, holding her books in the crook of one arm, waving at me with the other.
“Hi Norma,” she said.
“It’s just too unbelievable,” said Chuck. “I have the chills.”
“You’ll have to excuse him,” I said to Stacy. “He doesn’t have any manners. Chuck, this is my roommate, Stacy.”
“Your roommate? Unbelievable.”
“Chuck—I mean Paul—lives on the second floor,” I said.
“You look just like Grace Kelly,” he said. “The resemblance is mind-boggling.”
“Quit staring, you’re making her nervous,” I joked in an effort to disarm my budding jealousy.
“It’s okay,” she said, smiling. She was perfection. I felt sloppy and fat and petty by comparison. I flashed on our talk this morning, her dead mother. How could she be standing here, so perfect and nice, and have a dead mother? Or maybe a tragic aura contributed to her flawlessness. It didn’t matter that I’d seen her drunk, or with food between her front teeth. She transcended flaws.
“Are you majoring in Theater?” asked Chuck.
“No, Biology.”
“You should be an actress. You should be on stage, and in films,” he said. “My films!”
“Chuck, knock it off, you’re drooling,” I said. “And you’re walking me to class.” I pulled him by his shirtsleeve toward me.
He tripped over his feet as I pulled at him, then he turned his head toward Stacy. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that you look like Grace Kelly?” he said.
“No, I don’t think so,” she said. “People always say I look like Cheryl Ladd!”
“Good God,” he said, “don’t let people diminish you so.”
“Chuck, let’s go, I’m going to be late. Bye Stacy.” I smiled, trying to project a magnanimous warmth when I felt a jagged iciness.
“Bye,” she said. “Nice to meet you, Paul. See you later, roomie!”
“Stay away from princes!” Chuck shouted over his shoulder.
On the way to my class, Chuck talked the whole time about how remarkable and serendipitous it was, that we’d just been talking about Grace Kelly, and then she miraculously manifested. I nodded, doing my best impression of impressed.
The Cultural Anthropology professor was tall, his hair so perfectly twisted into tight little curls that he reminded me of Mr. Brady from The Brady Bunch post-perm. It had always been a puzzle to me that one season Mr. Brady and his sons had straight hair, and the next they appeared with curly hair. No mention had ever been made on the show of their perms, as though their transformation to poodle-heads had been a natural occurrence.
As the professor lectured, he used terms I’d never heard before, like “ethnography,” “habitus,” and “acculturation.”
I stayed after class to talk to him. He was fastening his briefcase to the back of his bicycle, which leaned against the chalkboard.
“Excuse me,” I said, “I’m enrolled in this class but you didn’t call my name. Norma Rogers.”
“Were you here on Monday?” he asked, pulling a bike helmet onto his head.
“No, I couldn’t make it.”
“Then you’ve been dropped.”
“Dropped?”
“Yes, it’s an automatic drop if you’re a no-show on the first day.”
A series of lies jumped into my head: that my parents didn’t bring me to the dorm until yesterday, that my grandmother had died, that I couldn’t find the classroom.
“Can I re-add?” I asked.
“Okay,” he said, surprising me with the ease of his agreement. I was relieved I wouldn’t have to use one of my lies after all. “But if you have more than two more absences, it’s highly unlikely you’ll pass the class.” He pulled fingerless bike gloves onto his hands with a distracted, superior air.
“Thank you,” I said, resisting the impulse to genuflect.
As he pushed his bike out of the classroom, he said, “Bring me an add form on Monday, and I’ll sign it.”
The pneumatic door sucked shut before I was able to ask where to get an add form.
I spent the next two hours wandering campus, seeking out the Admissions Building, standing in lines, being sent to other offices by the impatient pointing of long red fingernails attached to the abrupt hands of various harried administrative personnel, until finally I held an Add Form, in triplicate, in my hand.
Chapter Seven — Tweety Bird
The problem with the food in the Dining Commons was that everything tasted the same. The pizza, the Mexican casserole, the Sloppy Joes, the spaghetti. Ditto for the desserts—close your eyes, and you couldn’t tell whether you’d taken a bite of a cupcake with pink frosting, a chocolate brownie, or a peanut butter cookie that lacked essence of peanut butter, much less cookie. The pale vegetables and cut-up fruits, floating in gray water, didn’t taste like much at all. Some dorm residents lost weight, while others gained. Those who gained piled their plates high then ate like zombies in the vain hope they might catch some flavor through quantity. Those who lost weight tended to be on speed.
The speed supplier lived on the third floor in a single room. Other than the R.A.’s quarters, there was one single room on each floor, and the oddest people tended to live in them. The speed supplier was known as the Meteorologist because you could give him any date—say July 7, 1963, or November 23, 1834—and he’d tell you what the weather had been like in Sacramento on that day.
“Let’s see,” he’d say, “November 23, 1834. That was a Wednesday. Partly cloudy.” He spoke with such authority that no one bothered to check his facts.
He wore Dad-pants that were so tight the inner white pocket material poked out. At age 23, he was one of the oldest dorm residents. He never let anyone inside his room. If you wanted to ask him a Weatherman question or to buy some speed, you’d have to catch him in the T.V. room. Or you could knock on his door. If he was there, he’d say, “Step back,” then quickly open the door and step out, closing it behind him like an unintentional parody of a paranoid drug dealer. He always had speed in a baggie in his shirt pocket in anticipation of making a sale.
Sometimes he’d have other drugs to sell, too—Qualuudes, hash, codeine, shrooms, yellow jackets, blue devils, red devils, pot, and the occasional hit of acid.
“Hi Norma, it’s Mom.”
“And Dad.”
The ringing phone had awakened me. My clock said 11 a.m. A hangover gripped my head and gut—the night before, a group of us had snuck beer into the T.V. room to watch a rerun of The Bob Newhart Show and play The Bob Game, drinking each time a character said “Bob.” We stayed up late, through Johnny Carson (drinking each time someone said “Johnny”) and a late-night showing of The Blob (drinking each time a character screamed). We’d laughed and laughed at the surprise of each “Bob” or “Johnny” or “Helllllllllp!”—and it had crossed my mind that all my fun these days was alcohol-induced. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Yes, I loved the playfulness, the camaraderie, the laughter that seemed to open up internal dark caverns to the light. No, I didn’t like waking up sick most mornings and not always knowing exactly what had happened the night before.
“Hi Mom and Dad.” I tried to sound upbeat and awake.
“How are you?” asked Mom. I could hear birds chirping in the background. She had probably stretched the extra-long phone cord out to the deck and was sitting on a chaise lounge near the pool.
“I’m good, how are you guys?”
They told me that Dad was still deciding whether or not to run for the school board, that Mom took the cat to vet for his shots, that Grandma and Grandpa came by for lunch, and that deer had gotten into the garden, eating the last of the tomatoes.
“What are you reading in your English class?” asked Mom.
“So far, just the newspaper.”
“The newspaper? What kind of English class is that? If I remember correctly, in my freshman English class we read Middlemarch, King Lear, Moby Dick and Crime and Punishment.”
“I think I’d shoot myself if that was my required reading,” said Dad. “So what’s your roommate like, Norm?”
“She’s nice.” I sat up in bed and looked over to Stacy’s side of the room. She wasn’t there. I had caught a glimpse of her sleeping last night before I fell to my bed, drunk and exhausted. Her bed was now made, pillows and stuffed animals neatly in place. “Her name’s Stacy.”
“Where’s she from?” asked Dad.
“The Bay Area. She looks like Grace Kelly.”
“She must be pretty,” said Mom.
“She is. And her mom died.”
“That’s too bad,” said Dad. “Tragic for a young girl to lose her mother.”
“Yes,” I said. “Really.”
We paused for a minute. The line crackled. Chatting about mortality was not our forte.
“Well, is there anything you need?” asked Mom.
“No, I’m okay.”
“Call collect any time,” said Dad.
“Okay,” I said. “I better go. I have to get to class.”
“Bye sweetie,” said Dad.
“Bye Norma,” said Mom.
When I hung up the thought of going to tennis class then to the Health Center to get my test results filled me with dread. And I had stacks of homework—chapters to read in a muddle of a Psychology text, and a thick article on cultural taboos for my Cultural Anthropology class, and another paper to write based on the newspaper for English class. On the one hand, the image of myself doing that work was appealing—I could see myself in the library, immersed in ideas, surrounded by stacks of books, taking thoughtful, organized notes in my binder. Yet as I dressed in my tennis clothes, I felt a buzz of restless pleasure as I imagined myself in another scenario: withdrawing my savings and buying a plane ticket to Europe, securing a EurRail pass and backpacking country to country.
My door swung open.
“Hey Norma, guess what I have,” said Liz, throwing her tennis racket on Stacy’s bed, knocking over a stuffed monkey. Liz had added tennis to her schedule so we could be in a class together.
“What?”
“Pot.” She shook the baggie she held in her hand.
“Where’d you get that?” I asked, pulling a brush through my hair.
“Kirk.”
“I thought you hated him and his inverted nipple. I thought you were onto bigger and better things.”
“And turn down free pot?” She pressed some of the pot into a pipe she’d pulled out of her purse. “Don’t you think it’d be fun to play tennis stoned?”
“Why not?” I said.
She giggled and lit up. As she inhaled, her cheeks puffed up. Holding in the smoke, she passed the pipe to me. We sat on the bed, passing it back and forth.
“I’m going to a Delta Theta party tonight. Want to come?”
“No thanks.”
“Don’t you want to rush a sorority?”
“I don’t think so,” I said. “Sororities—I don’t know. Why do you want to?”
“The guys!” she said. “My god, there’s an endless supply of guys in fraternities.”
“But so are there in your classes, and here in the dorms.”
“It’s not the same.” She leaned back on the bed, smoke drifting from her nose. “When you’re part of that world, it’s just different, that’s all. And it’s not just the guys. The girls are cool. They become your friends for life.”
“That’s so strange to me, that they haze you then become your friends.” I flicked the lighter over the pipe bowl. “For life.” I took a hit. “I wouldn’t want to be hazed.”
“That’s no big deal. Especially in a sorority. They just make you play Pin the Dick on the Playgirl centerfold and force you to drink a disgusting concoction of ten different kinds of booze, things like that.”
I didn’t say so, but it all sounded unnecessarily humiliating. I was learning, though, that Liz wasn’t the type to be easily humiliated. I admired the way she wore her skin like a suit of armor.
“Who’s that guy?” asked Liz, pointing to the photo of Jack and me on the Golden Gate Bridge.
“A friend. Kind of my boyfriend. Sort of.”
“What the hell does that mean, ‘kind of, sort of’?”
I told her the story—that Jack and I had met over a year ago, the summer before my senior year, and had been together a lot the first few months but not much since. That I had decided to come to Sacramento to be near him but we hadn’t seen each other since I arrived.
“Call him right now,” she said, handing me the phone.
“What?”
“I can tell you want him. You can’t be too passive about these things. Go out and get what you want.”
“It doesn’t quite work that way with us.”
“Do it anyway.”
“But—”
“Sometimes you have to break the cycle.”
I liked being forced to call Jack—that way I didn’t have to fully admit to myself that I was chasing him. My mom would be appalled. She didn’t believe in girls pursuing boys.
I dialed. I knew he was off Tuesdays and would probably be home. I was right.
“Hey Babe,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about you.”
“Me too.” I told him I was a bit high, that I was sitting there with my friend Liz. Disingenuously I added that I’d called just to say hello.
Liz elbowed me.
“And,” I said, “I was wondering if you’re doing anything right now. Want to get together?”
“Sure. You want to come by?”
“I don’t have a car.” Cool sweat was blossoming in my palms and armpits.
“I do!” shouted Liz at the phone. “You can borrow it.”
“Well, why don’t you have her come along,” said Jack. “Bull’s here.” Bull was Jack’s best friend and occasional roommate whenever he and his girlfriend were fighting.
When I hung up, Liz high-fived me. We replaced our tennis outfits with jeans and blouses. We reapplied our makeup and brushed our hair.
As I sat in the passenger seat of Liz’s car, speeding over the river bridge, James Taylor singing how sweet it is to be loved by you, I couldn’t believe I was finally going to be with Jack. And to have Liz along was such a bonus. Tough Liz, Liz who didn’t take no for an answer, Liz who powered through the world like a steam train, as though inside her lived a team of muscular men, shoveling coal into her internal, raging fire.
Jack opened the door wearing cut-offs and no shirt, his blue Tweety Bird tattoo displayed on his muscled shoulder.
He kissed me on the lips, just a basic kiss, but my whole body lit up as it always did with him. His hair looked a little longer than usual, but otherwise he seemed the same.
Bull stood in the kitchen, making margaritas. He was only twenty-five, but his dark hair was thinning. Like Jack, he lifted weights, but he was much bulkier and stockier and had almost no neck like the Incredible Hulk.
We sat in the sun on the apartment’s concrete balcony in plastic chairs, drinking margaritas in glasses with salted rims and smoking Liz’s pot. The balcony overlooked the empty balconies of other apartments in the complex. Children splashed in the pool below, young mothers in bikinis stretched out on beach towels.
“Why Tweety Bird?” asked Liz, handing the pipe to Jack and taking a cigarette out of her purse.
“Because Tweety Bird is cute but crafty.” He smiled at her, showing off his crooked eyeteeth. I loved the endearing shape of his mouth, those teeth.
“So is Wile E. Coyote,” she said. Bull held the lighter in front of her cigarette, and Liz lit up, distracted, as though Bull were merely performing his duty as her servant.
“Nope. Wile E. Coyote may be crafty, but he’s not cute,” said Jack.
“What about Goofy?” she asked.
“Cute but not crafty.”
They talked for a few more minutes about cartoon characters, and then the conversation trailed off. We looked out to the pool, silent for a minute or two.
Liz broke the silence by asking Bull, “Do you have a tattoo?”
“Yep,” he said. “On my back.”
“When did you get it?”
“A while ago. I woke up one morning with my back sticking to the sheets. I couldn’t figure out what the hell was going on. I looked in the mirror and saw the tattoo. I swear to god, I can’t remember getting the damn thing.”
Liz lifted her thin eyebrows. “Really? You can’t remember at all? I think you’re shitting me.”
Bull smiled, not ruffled by Liz’s challenge. He leaned toward her, his nose almost touching her face. She didn’t flinch. “Guess what it is?” he asked.
“Mickey Mouse,” she deadpanned, taking a long drag on her cigarette.
“Ha!” laughed Jack, reaching over to take my hand in his. My hand sparked with electricity.
“Not quite,” said Bull, leaning back, his face slightly shifting. Was he blushing? I felt a little sorry for him at the same time feeling admiration for Liz’s power.
“I know,” I said, “I bet it’s a bull.”
“Wrong again,” said Jack. “Show ‘em, Bull.”
Bull stood, turned, and pulled his shirt up. A multicolored dragon, all smoky curlicues, spanned his impressive mountain of a back.
“That’s amazing,” I said.
“I don’t believe for a minute that you don’t remember getting that tattoo,” said Liz, taking a drag of her cigarette, her eye twitching. I thought she was feigning being unimpressed—and that Bull’s body had electrified her. “Tweety I could believe. But that thing?”
“It’s good luck,” he said. “And it worked that night because I must have driven home after I got the tattoo, but I don’t remember driving, and I didn’t have one little dent in my car.” He sat and took the pipe as Liz handed it to him.
“What other good luck have you had?” she asked—and then I knew I was right about her interest in Bull. She was using the same tone of voice she’d used that night in Kirk’s room, her feet on Kirk’s lap. It seemed that Liz chose guys rather than waiting for guys to choose her. I could learn from her, I thought.
“Good luck? Well, let’s see,” said Bull. “For instance, you’re sitting here in my house. I’d say that’s pretty good luck.”
“Damn right it is,” she said, smiling at him for the first time. Her eye twitched again.
“Play that Funky Music White Boy” came on the stereo, and Liz grabbed Bull’s hand. They danced on the tight balcony then he pulled her into the living room. Jack and I joined them, dancing and dancing, dizzy, and laughing. When Liz moved Bull’s hands onto her breasts while they danced, Jack took me into his room.
My missed doctor’s appointment to find out my test results flashed through my mind as Jack removed my shirt. I pushed the thought away as I unbuttoned his cut-offs. We always undressed each other.
“I’m off the Pill,” I lied.
He led me to the bed. “I’ll pull out.”
“I’m not sure that’s the best idea. Don’t you have a rubber?”
He ran his hands up and down my arms and kissed my mouth, softly. I was crazy ready for him, even though on the way to his room I’d seen several framed photos of nude women hanging in the hallway. The photos looked amateurish, as though he or Bull had taken them of girls they knew, which wouldn’t have surprised me. But I didn’t ask. I just wanted him. If he didn’t have a condom, I didn’t know what I’d do.
“No, really, I’ll just pull out,” he said. We lay down on the bed and kissed some more.
After a minute, I asked again, “Don’t you have a condom?”
He lay back away from me.
“Babe, condoms just don’t do it for me. Maybe you could just, you know . . . ?” He put his hands on my head and gently pressed down so my head rested on his stomach.
I kissed his stomach then looked up at him. “That wouldn’t do it for me,” I whispered, seriously meaning it while trying to sound light and playful.
A knocking noise filled the air. It sounded like something crashing against the wall from the other room, over and over. Then Bull’s voice shouted, “Yes! Yes!” Silence, then “Yes! Yes!” again.
Jack smiled. “Well, I guess something’s doing it for Bull.”
I laughed. Jack lay his body on top of mine and kissed me some more. I was drunk and stoned, but not too high to know exactly where I was and what I was doing. It felt a little surreal, but I knew it was true. I was finally with Jack again. Jack, Jack, I thought, Jack. I love you. And then I let him move into me.
Chapter Eight — Ado Annie
My parents smoked pot once. At least that’s what my mom told me. We were driving to Sacramento to buy my senior prom dress when I asked her if she’d ever done drugs. That’s when she told me that she and my father had once gotten some marijuana for Grandma Faye, my dad’s mother, when her cancer was really bad.
“Where’d you get it?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “Someone your father knew.”
“So if it was for Grandma Faye, why did you and Dad smoke it?”
“She insisted we try it too.” Mom’s eyes were on the road, and she had a small smile on her lips.
“And did Grandma Faye really smoke it?”
“Oh yes. She seemed happy to be able to smoke again.”
Grandma Faye had lung cancer. She’d been a big smoker. Dad constantly tried to talk her into quitting, but she’d hide her cigarettes in her shoebox of hair curlers and continue to do what she liked. She quit on the day she coughed up blood.
“And you smoked it too? And Dad?” I tried to imagine the three of them passing a joint around, the blue curtains in Grandma Faye’s bedroom drawn shut.
“Yes, we all took a few puffs.”
“And?”
“Not much happened. I just felt a little more relaxed. Like having a glass of wine.”
“Would you ever do it again?”
“I doubt it,” she said. “There doesn’t seem to be much point.”
“Hi stranger,” said Stacy when I came into the room. Books and papers were spread out all over her bed, where she sat, legs crossed.
“Hey Stacy,” I said, dropping down to my bed. Liz and I had spent the night at Jack and Bull’s. In the car on the way back to the dorms, we cranked up the music and laughed and laughed, giddy from good sex and little sleep. Exhausted and exhilarated, I ached all over.
“Everyone was wondering at the Billy-Goat party where you were,” she said. “You don’t look too great. Are you okay?”
“I’m great, actually.” I felt myself stiffen. I didn’t like someone so beautiful telling me I didn’t look good. I lay back on my pillow and closed my eyes.
“Well, something happened that I need to tell you about,” she said.
I opened my eyes and turned on my side to face her.
“What?”
“Well, I don’t know how to say this. It really sucks. But someone taped this to our door.” She reached over and grabbed a piece of paper, unfolding it to its full size then turning it to face me.
NORMA IS A SLUT it read in thick, bloody red ink.
I sat up, my heart pounding.
“I almost threw it away,” she said, softly. “But I thought you might want to know.”
“How long was it on our door before you took it down?”
“I don’t know. I had classes all day. It could have been there for hours, or minutes.”
Nausea stirred in my chest, and my heart was racing.
“Fuck,” I said. “What a fucking asshole.”
“Do you know who did it?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Fucker.”
“Who?”
“Billy.”
“How do you know?”
“I just do.”
“But why would he do it?”
“Never mind,” I said. “I need to get some sleep.” I turned over and closed my eyes, willing myself to drift off. I could feel Stacy’s stare burning into my back, her questions lingering, but I just couldn’t deal with her at that moment. I felt a stab of guilt for treating her that way. She’d been nothing but nice to me. She seemed to be trying to help. But I was too ashamed and angry and disgusted with Billy and myself to talk to Stacy.
I couldn’t fall asleep. After a few minutes, I got up and changed my clothes, avoiding looking at Stacy. She didn’t say a thing as I grabbed my backpack and slammed the door on my way out. I walked through the lobby and went to the mailboxes, fishing my little mailbox key out of my pocket. When I put my key in and opened the little door, a glob of dorm spaghetti fell out and onto my shoe. Someone had stuffed my mailbox with gluey red-sauced spaghetti.
“Fuck!” I yelled. “Fuck!” Tears burned my eyes.
The white guy and black guy who had tilted the vending machine for Liz and me a few weeks back looked up from their Space Invaders game.
“What’s wrong?” asked the white guy.
“Are you okay?” asked the black guy. It seemed that more people had asked me if I was okay in the past few days than ever before in my life. The question felt like an affront to what I liked to think of as my generally happy nature. I wanted to be okay. But I wasn’t.
“Sure, I’m okay.” My voice came out in a hoarse whisper, belying my words. I began to cry, and my backpack slipped off my shoulder and fell to the floor.
The black guy came over and picked up my backpack. The white guy peered into my mailbox.
“Bummer,” he said.
With someone else confirming the appalling nature of the crime against me, I cried harder.
The black guy ran down the hall and came back with a handful of paper towels. Carefully he extracted my mail, wiping it with the towels. He handed me three envelopes stained pink.
“I think the janitor will get this if you just leave your mailbox door open,” he said.
“Thanks,” I whispered, wiping my eyes with my shirtsleeve.
When the white guy handed me my backpack, I shoved the envelopes into it and ran out the door, crying as I walked to class.
Late to class, I slipped in quietly and sat in the back. Linda, the English professor, paused briefly, smiled at me, then continued talking about our essays she was returning to us. She held the stack in her hand.
“Some of you merely summarized your articles,” she said, stepping forward, her large gold earrings swinging. “But I don’t want mere summary. What’s the point? I can read the article myself. What I want is opinion and analysis. What do you think of the issue you’re focusing on? Why is it significant? Or not? How does it connect to other issues?”
My head was spinning. It was hard to focus on her words. I watched her pink lipsticked lips moving, her large pearly teeth.
“Now this one, by Norma Rogers—Norma, where are you?”
It took me a moment to register. I raised my hand. Everyone turned around and looked at me.
“Oh, okay, you’re Norma. Is it okay if I read your piece aloud to the class?”
My throat clenched. I nodded my head yes.
“So this piece not only describes the article, but it comments on why it’s significant in a sophisticated way.”
Linda read aloud my essay on Luke and Laura’s wedding, pausing every few sentences to express admiration for the way I’d—as she put it—cogently, and satirically, analyzed the irony of the media’s celebration of a marriage between a rapist and his victim.
I hadn’t realized I’d done that. If I’d felt better, I would have been elated, figuring if she could find it on the page somewhere in me I had the thinking and writing abilities she praised. But instead of basking in the attention, I wanted to shrink down in my chair, to run away, to disappear, to buy a one-way ticket to Europe and wander around old cities, anonymous.
“What fresh hell is this?” said Chuck, greeting me with a shoulder bump as I walked out of class. “Norma Jean, you look like shit. Are you okay?”
“I’m horrible,” I said, feeling a little less horrible the minute I said it. “Thanks.”
“What’s wrong?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“No problem-o,” said Chuck, linking his arm through mine. We walked along the quad in the hot sun, in silence. Students lay on the grass, talking and laughing, thumbing through books, or sleeping.
“I came looking for you yesterday,” said Chuck, “but you weren’t anywhere to be found. I have a surprise for you. It’s bound to make you feel better.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah. I got something special from the Meteorologist.”
“What?”
“Two hits of acid. One for you, one for me.”
“I’ve never done it before,” I said, a ticklish apprehension crawling up my back like a spider.
“I have and it’s brilliant.”
“Isn’t it a little scary?”
“Not if you’re contained in a safe space. We’ll have my room to ourselves. Benny was missing home, so he’s gone for a few days. We’ll lock the door. And I’ve picked out some great tripping music—all 60’s and 70’s rock of course.”
He wanted us to experience something together. And he was concerned for my comfort, my safety. At that moment I knew I was falling for him in a way I’d thought had been reserved solely for Jack. A new Norma Jean Baker love, a fresh one-piece slip of desire.
“So what are we waiting for?” I asked.
The thumping strains of Inna-Gadda-Da-Vida played on Chuck’s stereo. We sat on his bed, leaning against the bolster, drinking white wine, waiting for the LSD to hit. The walls were covered with white posters—the backside of the James Bond posters. Chuck had turned them around to face the wall because the expressions of James Bond might freak us out, he’d explained.
“Why would James Bond freak us out?”
“No particular reason,” he said. “You just never know. The less visual stimulation while tripping, the better, I’ve found.”
While he poured us more wine, I sang all the lyrics to Inna-Gadda-Da-Vida.
“Oh, Norma Jean, you surprise me—you know this song?”
“Yeah, I heard it a couple of weeks ago, at a party,” I said.
“You’re amazing. You memorize the lyrics after hearing the song once?”
“You’d never guess how many songs I have in my head,” I said, pleased to be praised as an expert at something by Chuck, the expert on so many things.
“Don’t all those lyrics crowd out other more important things?” he teased.
“Look who’s talking,” I said, taking a sip of wine. “The guy who knows every detail of every James Bond movie, and who knows all that trivia, like that Grace Kelly won the 1963 Oscar and drove an MG convertible in such-and-such movie.”
“1953. Sunbeam Alpine Sports Roadster in To Catch a Thief.”
“Right.”
We listened to the song’s extended drum riff, bobbing our heads to the beat.
“Nothing’s happening,” I said.
“I know, sometimes it takes a while.”
“Are you sure it’s the real stuff?”
“I don’t think the Meteorologist sells substandard shit. He’d get a bad reputation and lose too many customers. The dorms are a drug dealer’s paradise.”
The song ended. The stereo arm lifted then set back down at the beginning of the album to play again.
“I’ve always been good at remembering songs,” I said. “I was in musicals in high school. I played Ado Annie in Oklahoma.”
Chuck jumped up and faced me. “Oh god, that’s great!” He turned down the stereo, spread out his arms and sang in Ado Annie’s twang, I’m just a girl who cain’t say no.
I picked it up from there:
I’m in a terrible fix!
I always say “come on, let’s go.”
Just when I orta say nix!
When a person tries to kiss a girl,
I know she orta give his face a smack.
But as soon as someone kisses me,
I somehow sorta wanta kiss him back!
“Priceless!” shouted Chuck. “Holy shit, Norma Jean! It’s just too much.” Laughing, he turned the stereo back up to the thumping of Inna-Gadda-Da-Vida. I started to laugh too. Soon we were both doubled over, laughing until tears came to our eyes. My tears felt strange, gelatinous, almost like honey. My head was buzzing.
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