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Chapter One
Before I joined VISTA, I spent a year in college. That year is in my memory black and white like the photographs in the college catalogues I used to pore over. I scrutinized every square inch of those books: pictures of lawns decorated with pretty co-eds, requirements for majors I had no interest in, activities of sororities and fraternities I didn't intend to join. I was searching for a sign, for the exact quality of life at each college—for the life I would have if I went there. At the time it never occurred to me that I would ever drop out, and Franklin State was the least interesting of all the colleges to me. It had the thinnest catalogue and the fewest photographs, but that didn't matter because I knew the campus very well. I had been there for conferences, for high school journalism day, and for my parents' reunion, because they both received teaching degrees from there. I hated to give up any one of the colleges. I felt this terrifying richness of potentiality before me—all the possible lives I might have, each one governed by the college I chose. So I kept Franklin State in my active pile, continued to examine its photographs for the thing I wanted, the sudden throbbing or flash that would take my breath away and make me say, That's it, that's the one. This is what my life will be. But I was quite certain the thing was not at Franklin State, until the night the man came to speak to our youth group at church.
It was a Sunday evening in March with a black, driving rain coming down over the mountains, but a good turnout because a lot of us were in the final throes of choosing a college, and this speaker was at least connected to a college. He was an assistant to the chaplain, although it wasn't clear whether or not he was a preacher himself. His name was Dave Rivers, and he was short and had a beard.
Our group met in the basement lounge, a sort of island of donated couches and easy chairs in the middle of an expanse of vinyl tile and painted cinderblock. It was an uneasy place, always like sitting in a spotlight on a stage, and that night I positioned myself in the shadows, on a folding chair behind the couch. I was keeping my distance, wondering if the speaker would notice me, or if he would pass his eyes over me as just another teenage girl with shiny hair and no obvious birth defects. At first, though, he didn't look at any of us. In fact, he broke every rule of public speaking my mother had ever drummed into me. He stood in front of us saying nothing for a long time, shifting his weight from foot to foot, clearing his throat, getting out a handkerchief and cleaning his glasses. There was an embarrassment among us, a shifting in our seats. I was glad I wasn't in the front row. I could raise an eyebrow, stare at the lack of coordination between his plaid flannel shirt and plaid sports jacket. He was wearing boots too, yellow leather lace-ups—clodhoppers! I had never seen a man wear a sports jacket with work boots, and it was those boots combined with the ginger-brown beard that gave me pause, made me think he might be worth listening to.
He finally finished cleaning his glasses and cleared his throat one last time, wiped his nose with the handkerchief he'd been using on the glasses, put it away and the glasses on. And then his eyes came at me. Magnified by the lenses, appearing perfectly round and rimmed with flamelike lashes, they seemed to be the source of the sudden flow of words, low and urgent. A speech about the Inner City, which I assumed for a while was symbolic like the Beautiful City of Zion. I'd heard that sort of thing from preachers all my life. But no, Dave Rivers was talking about New York City, Washington, D.C., Pittsburgh. Urban centers and ghettoes. Heroin in the bloodstream of America and apathy like a sleeping sickness. ‘‘The City/’ he said, "is a challenge to the Church that it can no longer sit on its ass." We all glanced at the youth leader when he said that, but the leader managed to retain his bland smile and occasional nod. Maybe he had not let himself hear it. "And let me tell you," said Dave Rivers, "let me tell you that you can waste yourselves on the uncommitted life just as surely as you can on a needleful of dope."
This, I thought, is the first Man. This is the first Man I've ever known.
He wanted us to give some serious consideration to how we were going to spend our lives. "I know you are serious people," he said. "I don't know your favorite musical groups of what you do in your free time, but that's not my business. My business is simply to tell you this: your future will be bitter-- your personal future and the future of mankind-- if your generation doesn't met the challenge of the City." He told us about a program at Franklin State that would include semesters working in the Inner City, learning how the new man is being created out of the old. "You have a right to an education," he said. "An education that transforms you so that you can transform society."
And then he sat down. Or rather, he made a sort of sideways dip at the nearest folding chair and straddled it backwards, rested his chin on his crossed arms, and gazed intently at us. Our youth leader tried to start some applause, but Dave Rivers brushed it away as if the sound were hairs blowing over his face. "No," he said, "I'm not making a speech. I want to talk. I want dialogue."
I did not raise my hand with a question. I felt a spaciousness inside me that his words had created; all the concerns of my present life seemed shriveled to little tags of black ash, and even those puffed away. I wanted the others to shut up too, I wanted him to fill the space in me that he'd made. Everything was gone, even my desire to be noticed. I kept thinking vaguely that this was it, what I'd been looking for between the lines in the catalogues, in the corners of the pictures. This wind come to sweep me out of my family and my town, out onto this great rising flood tide of action and ideas. I thought it was college, I said to myself, and all along it was the City.
When the questions ended, there were refreshments, and everyone crowded around Dave Rivers with their waxed cups of ginger ale and paper napkins full of cookies. Whenever someone left the circle around him, I pressed nearer, taking my time, taking in the shape of his sentences, the timbre of his words.
"You were awful quiet tonight, Blair Ellen," said our leader."I usually depend on you to keep the discussion going." And I stared at him as if I didn't understand, not having time for polite chatter. Not having time for anyone but Dave Rivers.
The custodian had begun turning off the lights around the periphery, making our little circle like a flying carpet, humming through the darkness. I had moved very close to Dave Rivers now, close enough to see the powdered sugar on his beard. I wanted to take the napkin from his fist, carry it to the trash basket for him. After a while he stuffed it into a pocket of his jacket. I was amazed by the lack of attention to details. I wanted to be like him. I wanted never again to spend twenty minutes in front of a mirror recombing my hair, checking to see if my bangs were straight, examining my smile to make sure it didn't expose the crooked incisor on the right side.
Just as I gained his side, one of the last people still around him, I had a moment of being overwhelmed by unworthiness, by having nothing to say, and I started to back away.
The hand that had stuffed the napkin in the pocket clamped me above the elbow. I gasped. People in our part of the world didn't touch strangers; the heat of his hand burned through my blouse and I started to shake. He let me go at once, but of course I stayed near because I had been singled out. He turned to me. "I frightened you."
The first two things I ever said to Dave Rivers were, in order, a lie, and an intimate truth. "Oh no, I wasn't frightened/’ I said. And then, "You know, it's funny, usually I'm the biggest talker in this group, but tonight—what you were saying—it seemed too important for me to make bright remarks just to impress you."
The group leader was coming with Dave's raincoat.
"Listen," he said to me. "Are you a senior this year? Why don't you come down to Franklin State in the fall? We need people like you."
It had always been an ideal in my family and my church to receive a Call. They used to preach those texts all the time: Jesus tells the Galileans to leave their nets and become fishers of men. Jesus says let the dead bury the dead. My mother jumps up from the dinner table because her neighbor's car is broken and the baby may have swallowed a straight pin. When I was little I used to squeeze my eyes closed and listen for a Call for me, but of course they don't come when you expect them. With a Call, you have to be ready to go anyplace, anytime. Even to the small college your parents attended, in the same range of hills as your own home town.
In mid-September there was a cook-out at the home of the Franklin State College chaplain, Reverend Paul McTeague. He called himself and his wife Martha the foster parents of three generations of Christian students. Martha seemed too young for such an honor, but you could believe it of Reverend McTeague, who was a sort of modern-dress Santa Claus with his wavy white hair and high color in the cheeks, his trademark red ties. He wandered among the students in his yard with his hands clasped loosely behind his back, pausing to smile and nod to each of us before meandering on. Martha was the one who had organized the party, of course. She had the two grills going and a fire in the brick barbecue. She was brown-haired and slight, and had a high sheering giggle that reminded me of my mother and aunt. She looked enough like them to have been another sister too. Franklin State was turning out to be altogether too homey for me: Reverend McTeague and Martha and their borders of mums and the smell of seared fat and charcoal smoke. As if there were a conspiracy to make my first weeks of college calm, clean, and excruciatingly safe.
It was already dusk, and dampness was falling out of the lindens that crowded the lot between the McTeagues' and the Christian Association building. I was sitting on a bench pressed deep into the hedges. It was getting chilly, and the twigs were scratching the back of my neck, but I didn't move because I was hiding, partly from my roommate, who followed me everywhere, but mostly from Roy Critchfield. I had left them together in hopes they would fall in love and leave me alone. Karen was a decent person; she didn't wash her hair or her glasses very often, but she was a mathematical genius. Roy, though, had no redeeming value that I had been able to discover so far. I had let him talk to me at the first Christian Association social, but I never imagined that he would call me every night, wait for me after classes. I never thought I would be hiding to avoid him. I had this terror that if I let him hang around me too much people would begin to link us in their minds. Roy was awkward to look at, but, far worse, he was evangelical and always asking me about the state of my soul. At least, he had quizzed me that first night. Since then he seemed to have become entirely wrapped up in his own crisis. He grew up in the mountains where his boyhood congregation split over the donation of a piano to the church, and Roy's family went with the non-instrumental group. They would sing, but not play. The human body is an acceptable medium for God's praise, Roy told me, but anything else is Of This World. Out of meanness, and because it didn't matter anyhow because Roy couldn't tell when anyone was making fun of him, I said, "Do you dance in your church? I mean, that's the human body, isn't it?"
And Roy was so hopeless that he explained the difference to me. "Oh no, Blair Ellen," he said. "Dancing is worse than a piano."
His other sin was calling me by my whole name. I was metamorphosing myself into Blair, dropping the Ellen as unnecessarily elaborate and countrified. I had instructed my mother to address my letters to Blair Morgan, and I introduced myself to everyone as Blair. Only Roy Critchfield had discovered the rest of it, called me by the old name. Only Roy seemed to cut straight through to something pitiful and absurd at the heart of me, a part of me that wore its pants too high and cut its hair with clippers over the ears. Just like Roy.
They found me, of course, Roy and Karen. It wasn't as if there was any real hiding place in that backyard full of people. They came across the lawn directly at me, two tall people who carried their heads forward loosely like camels. They sat down one on either side of me; and Roy continued what he had been saying twenty minutes earlier when I went in the house to the bathroom and started hiding from them. It seemed that boys were smuggling beer into Roy's dorm at night, and he had a dilemma about reporting the infraction of the rules.
I said, "Roy, why did you ever come to a state school in the first place? Why didn't you just go to some fundamentalist college and not have to worry about boys drinking beer in the dorm."
"Girls are doing it too," said Karen. "I know some girl who has a bottle of whiskey under her bed."
That sounded like someone I'd like to get to know. There was a lack of challenge in my life at college so far. None of my professors were atheists or even Jewish.
Roy said, "If I report them, I'll lose any chance of having an influence."
"That's for sure," I said. "Mind your own business. Nobody likes a tattletale."
"There's something else," said Roy.
Oh no, I thought, and started looking out across the rest of the party. Martha McTeague in a red apron flipping hamburger patties. Reverend McTeague smiling down on Judy Fletcher and her large boyfriend. I wished I was with Judy; she had a withered leg, was one of the last victims of polio before the vaccines, and she had worked on a lot of Dave Rivers' projects.
"I've broken a vow," said Roy. For a moment I hoped it would be something sexual. 'I've stopped carrying my Bible. I vowed on my sixteenth birthday that I'd never be without it. I guess I've been slipping for a long time—for a while I carried a small one I could put out of sight in my pocket, and then I went down to a little testament, but lately, since I've been here, I've stopped carrying it altogether."
"Roy," I said, "you've got Holy Bible written all over you/’
Karen said, "Why don't you start carrying it again? Put a reminder on the mirror. I put notes on my mirror or in my books when I have something I don't want to forget."
"It's too late." Roy was as heavy as dinosaur bones. I was looking for a place to go, something I had to do. "Once you've started down a path," said Roy, "once you've started, you can't turn back. Besides, it's not that I forget. Every morning I look at the Bible sitting on my desk, and I walk away from it. I just walk away."
There was something I had to do. Something I'd been putting off too long. Reverend McTeague extended his paper plate to Martha. I'm going to ask them, I thought. I am going to go ask. I jumped up, leaving Roy in the middle of his crisis.
"Hello, honey," said Martha, handing me a plate.
"Hello, Blair," said Reverend McTeague.
"Onions?" said Martha. "Relish?"
"Listen, I've been meaning to ask you." He was standing behind her, wide and splendid like Old Glory on television before a baseball game. And Martha was the pitcher with sharp ridges of sinews in her forearms. "I've been meaning to ask if Dave Rivers still works here."
"No," said Martha.
"Of course he does," said Reverend McTeague.
"Then where is he?" said Martha.
"He's due back any day now."
"Any day! Any month you mean. School has been in session three weeks, Paul, and he hasn't shown up."
Reverend McTeague winked at me. "Soon. He'll be here soon. Do you know Dave?"
"He spoke at my church last year and described some projects I was interested in."
"Oh yes, when Dave gets back, things always start rolling. He has the coffee house and all the discussion groups. The students always come out for his discussion groups. He does the volunteers. He had a new volunteer project in the works at Sunrise Farm—"
Roy was approaching. I leaned closer to Reverend McTeague. "Sunrise Farm?"
"Home for the elderly," said Martha, serving Roy. "When they put me out there I'll make them be honest and call it Sunset Farm."
"Some lovely, needy people out there," said Reverend McTeague. "We were thinking of letter writing, holiday parties, that sort of thing."
"I'll tell you one thing," said Martha. "If I wanted to do some volunteer work, I surely wouldn't wait for Dave Rivers to set it up for me. I'd get it started myself. He was supposed to be here before school started. He's not three weeks late, he's five weeks late. So far."
"He's doing important work, Martha."
Her mouth snapped shut, and she dropped Roy's burger onto his bun from too high and he lurched to keep his plate flat. Martha apologized, insisted on squirting Roy's ketchup for him. I agreed with Reverend McTeague about Dave, of course. I was sure that whatever Dave was doing was the important thing. Martha was like a mother, wanting everything done by the book. I wondered, though, if perhaps Dave would find what he was doing so important that he wouldn't come back. I couldn't quite imagine him writing letters for old people with arthritis. That was the sort of thing my mother did. That was no New Man, no Inner City. That was just Doing Good.
"Maybe Blair would like to go out to Sunrise and see about putting the project together/’ said Reverend McTeague.
My heart speeded up a little. I saw myself having meetings, making phone calls. Being very busy with this thing when Dave came back. I said, "I do have a little experience with hospitals and nursing homes. I mean, it was just high school stuff, but we used to organize parties. That kind of thing."
He gave me a big smile, and Martha gave me a dollop of potato salad. I felt better already. Recognition of something. They thought I could handle this. Action had always cleared things up for me. My hamburger was juicy, not like the ones in the cafeteria.
Roy said, "Reverend McTeague, there's something I'd like to discuss with you." Reverend McTeague looked alarmed, as if he had hoped to get through the evening without any personal problems. "I've broken a vow," said Roy.
I let my eyes wander to where Judy Fletcher's boyfriend was leading a hearty laugh around the barbecue pit. That group looked the way college students were supposed to: madras Bermuda shorts, knee socks, cable knit sweaters. Once I had my volunteer project going I figured that I could begin mixing with those people more. They would know me as Blair Morgan, the freshman who ran the Sunrise Farm project.
Martha's eyes were scanning too, checking on who needed a refill, probably. Her face described a half circle, then stopped, retraced part of its arc, stopped again. Her lips flattened in a wry smile. I looked where she looked, toward the narrow walk between the house and the clapboards of the Christian Association building. Someone was standing there in the shadows. A man in hiking shorts and boots, watching us. I could not quite make out his face, but he had a beard, and light reflected on glasses. I knew it was Dave Rivers. I knew from Martha's recognition and from the way he stood apart observing. I knew by the way my breath tightened in my chest.
Reverend McTeague said to Roy, "Now, son, surely you don't interpret me to say the Bible isn't true?"
"Do you believe that it's true and every word is true? Do you believe that? Do you believe you can open the Book and find the answer to any question you ask? Do you believe in ‘Ask and ye shall receive’?"
Ask and ye shall receive: a shudder went through my shoulder blades. Ask and ye shall receive. I had finally gotten up courage to ask for Dave Rivers, quite boldly, with a certain amount of faith, and Brother, here he was. It was as if God, or something, had spoken to me—not in a church voice, in a big raw bellow: You want Dave Rivers? It said. Did I hear someone ask for Dave Rivers? Well here he is, he's all yours. You Asked For It. Martha McTeague saw him too, and she grimaced. Reverend McTeague only saw old shiny-faced witnessing Roy. Karen actually yawned; she would be wanting to go back to the dorm soon so she could get up early and study.
I drew back, concealing myself between Roy and Karen, to see and not be seen, like Dave Rivers who at last moved into the light, slowly, as if he were making an experiment to see just how long it would take for someone to recognize him. As Jesus had walked with the disciples on the road to Emmaus, and they had not realized until hours later who was with them.
But the group around the fire noticed: Judy Fletcher called his name, and her boyfriend sprang out and clapped him on the back. The others gathered round.
"There," said Reverend McTeague, leaving Roy in mid-sentence. "There, Martha, do you see?"
"I see," she said.
The party reorganized itself; we had a center now, we weren't divided into charmed circles and outcasts. Everyone was charmed, gathered near Dave. Faces had more character, the conversation was livelier.
"Who's he?" said Karen.
"Dave Rivers. The assistant chaplain. Everybody's been waiting for him."
Roy said, "Is he a preacher? I may have something to ask him."
The McTeagues sat Dave Rivers at the picnic table between them. Reverend McTeague poured him iced tea while Martha prepared his hamburger without asking what he wanted on it: relish, ketchup, and a thick slice of onion she cut especially for him. Dave didn't seem to notice any of this. He ate what they gave him, accepted refills as well, but he didn't seem to care how the food was provided. He accepted it as his due, as something that did not engage the higher levels of his consciousness. I would have spent half my energy thanking them and complimenting the food, but he plunged into the talking with his mouth full.
"How was Chicago?" asked someone, and I was stunned because it appeared to be no secret. They had all known where he was. There had been postcards, letters, phone calls. I should have asked him sooner, I thought, unable to shake the feeling that I had created this, that Dave Rivers had come for me.
"Chicago is the place where it's happening," said Dave. "There is this man Alinsky out there who is making it happen."
I had never heard of Alinsky. I looked around at their faces, trying to figure out if this was a household name I should recognize. I tried to listen closely; this was the real beginning of what I had come to learn, but I kept drifting, noticing the baked bean sauce on the stiff hairs under his lower lip, wondering what it would be like to have people gather around you like this, attending silently to your needs, to your every word.
Karen said she wanted to go home, she had classes tomorrow. "Go ahead," I whispered. "Get Roy to go with you. I want to hear him."
I redoubled my concentration. I am hungry, I thought, for what he is saying. I am not like Roy who only listens for a chance to get in his own business.
Dave Rivers was saying, "Saul Alinsky is this little roundish gray man, someone you'd expect to see behind a counter selling vegetables. He looks so ordinary, so incredibly ordinary. I guess in a way he is—he's a genius of the ordinary, the obvious. He's a genius at getting people to do things for themselves."
I tried to get it by memorizing: a genius of the obvious. A genius at organizing people.
"But his secret," said Dave, "the thing that trips up all us preachers and do-gooders, is not to try and convince anyone of anything. He doesn't have a secret agenda. His secret is that he doesn't preach at all, but listens. He starts from the felt needs of the people and gets them to choose their own issues."
Roy broke in. "What if those people want to do the wrong thing? What if they are leading you down the broad path to ruin?"
I was humiliated when several people, including Judy Fletcher, glanced at me when Roy spoke. I said, "Well, Roy, he's not talking about personal morality, he's talking about political action."
The flaming eyes of Dave Rivers diverted to me. "I think," he said gently, "I think in this age that political action may be the same thing as personal morality."
I memorized that too. The one that was said directly to me: Political action is personal morality.
Judy Fletcher said, "Still, Dave, he's got a point. What if the people want to break a window or burn a bus? What do you do then?"
Dave said, "We're not talking about the same things. You're talking about good copy, what gets in the papers and on television. I'm talking about essential justice. The most basic rights in the world: decent housing, medical care. Schools. That's all. The simplest, most just, most righteous needs in the world. But listen, hey, the people aren't waiting for us. They can use our help, but they can do it without us too." He suddenly grinned, pink lips and round teeth. "I'm making it sound so serious," he said. "It's wonderful, it's exciting. It's Christ-in-History, if you will. I just want us to be part of it."
Christ-in-History, I thought.
But Roy was not charmed. Roy had lowered his head; his eyes, which were deep-set and suspicious at best, had begun to glitter. He said, "Well, what I want to know is nothing new either. It's the oldest thing in the world. I want to know what you do when you find yourself taking the first step down the Broad Path. When you find yourself too weak to do right when it goes against the crowd."
Dave had accepted a coffee now from Martha's hand, two sugars and no milk. He said very quietly, as if he'd finished his public speaking for the night, "Then maybe you should rethink what's right. Maybe what's right for you is what's down the broad path. Maybe you should just say, Hey let's give this one a try and see where it leads us, and stride on down."
Roy's head jerked back as if he'd taken a blow on the chin. That'll get him, I thought.
Things were breaking up, people leaving. Karen wanted to go, but Reverend McTeague was telling him my name. "Blair Morgan," he said, "has not been sitting around idly waiting for you, Dave. She's all for going out to Sunrise and getting that program set up."
"Good," said Dave. "Can you go out with me on Saturday morning? Give me a call at the C.A. on Friday and we'll set up a time."
My nodding turned into a sort of reeling dizziness. I let Karen pull me away. But it didn't matter now, because it had happened. It was really beginning. I was working with Dave Rivers.
Roy was reeling too, from the blow from Dave Rivers. "What did he mean, stride on down? What does he mean, take the Broad Path?" I'd never seen Roy's face angry before. Usually it was balled up in self-importance and self-pity. "He doesn't mean what he says. He can't."
I said, "I think he means some things are not as earth-shaking as you think they are, Roy. I think he's saying there have been good men who drank beer."Karen said, "Well he's not going to convince me that college isn't important. You have to go to college, don't you? That's where you learn, isn't it? Where else do you learn? You don't learn in the slums like he says. I mean, I feel sorry for them, but what's that got to do with getting an education?"
Roy said, "I think he must be a Communist. They always talk about The People."
"He's an assistant chaplain," said Karen. "He can't be a communist, can he?"
I went up the steps to the dorm hoping Dave Rivers was a communist. Well, maybe not a real communist, that was stupid of Roy—no one was actually a communist anymore— but something radical. Something shocking as well as right.
Chapter Two
There have been times when I made fun of myself as I was when I first met Dave Rivers. I mock the callowness, the uncritical embracing of every opinion and attitude that Dave so much as hinted at. I even condescend to my taste in art then. I used to keep a print of Andrew Wyeth's painting Christina's World on my wall. That picture moved me enormously—I would sit on the bed and stare at it as if it held all the answers to all the questions I had ever asked: the crippled girl in the foreground, the wide swath of cut grass beyond her, the stark unpainted farm in the distance. There was loneliness and splendor in the golden atmosphere of that picture, and when I saw the original painting at the Wyeth retrospective years later in New York, I said to myself, He has an uncanny way of painting space, but I chuckled at myself for ever adopting it as a private symbol. Would I really have identified with that woman if I had seen the other paintings of her—the stringy hair, the paunch belly? But I think now that I probably would have. I wanted to embrace everything then. I was hungry at a feast and I was stuffing myself with everything I could reach, and it seemed to me that Dave Rivers had the most platters.
Still, I was able to see that other people took him less seriously. Judy Fletcher often disagreed with him. My roommate Karen preferred calculus to his discussion groups. Roy attacked every point he made, but Roy is a bad example. He was as obsessed with Dave as I was, but Roy's method was to struggle and be overcome time after time. We two were always the last ones by Dave's side: Roy gasping on the canvas, me leaning forward greedily to snap up one last idea, impression, fact. The others all got tired much sooner. Dave usually saw this; he was no monomaniac. He was a skilled speaker, sensitive to his audience's moods. He would suddenly collapse his mouth into a big pink smile and say, "Hey, let's finish this some other time. I know what you're thinking— Dave Rivers is full of it again! Let's go have coffee."
On Saturday morning I dressed in a pleated skirt and cultured pearls and went to his apartment. He had given me the address over the phone and told me that if I would come at 8:30 he would give me breakfast, and then we'd drive out to Sunrise Farm. He didn't seem to recall the regulation stating that no female student should visit any apartment off campus at any time. I was thrilled to break the rule, of course, even though he would most likely never realize I had done it because it was so unimportant to him. I walked down the steps from the dorm, set like a citadel above the quadrangle, crossed the walk between Old Main and the library, and strolled off campus as if I were making a mere shopping expedition into town.
I passed the McTeagues' and the C.A. and a few fraternity houses, and then paused at the intersection with the side street where Dave lived. I looked down the hill into Franklin, a town in the same style as my home town: a single shopping street dominated by turn-of-the-century brick buildings, a bank with granite pillars, overhead phone and electric wires, and a river running yellow through the middle of morning. The light from behind me enriched the brick and the far hillsides that had just begun to turn orange and gold; I was struck with an unexpected wave of nostalgia, as if I were never to see my home again. Was this, then, the moment when I would at last give myself to something?
I could still phone him and say I had decided to forgo the adventure, that I'd decided to go back to my home town or some town like it—to hunker down, and embrace myself, and live without any challenges that exploded in my lungs like air on a subzero morning.
But then I saw his Volkswagen parked halfway down the block and was drawn by its homely individuality. No one else had a car like it: green with one brown fender, and a titillating, blasphemous bumpersticker, Jesus Saves Green Stamps Too. The house he lived in was run-down and covered with a zigzag of fire escapes. The halls were dark, the linoleum on the stairs worn through to the wood. His apartment, on the second floor, had two doors, and between the doors a garbage can, a mop, and a slicker on a hook. I knocked but got no response. Was it the wrong day? Was I early? I knocked harder, and then tried the other door, loud as I could, to drown out my nervousness.
A voice groaned, "Wrong door!" and there was some thumping and thudding. I went back to the other door, knocked again, to show I'd done as I'd been told. This time it said, "All right all right, I'm coming."
Dave with no shirt, his pants on and zipped but his belt undone. Without glasses his forehead appeared very high, and his eyes rolled around, far away. So much brown hair on his chest and belly. Not one of your slim teenage bellies, either, but a man's round one with a central wave of hair down his midline and curls between his nipples.
He said, "I'll be with you as soon as I find my glasses. The other door doesn't open. There's a bureau shoved in front of it."
"I knocked here first," I said. Then, "I woke you, didn't I? Maybe I should come back later?"
From the other room he called, "I slept through my alarm clock."
The room where he'd left me was living room and kitchen both: it had an easy chair and a formica dinette piled with books. Books on the refrigerator too, though not on the half-sized stove or in the enormous sink with exposed plumbing.
He came back with a shirt on, the belt buckled and the wild look gone now that he had his glasses on. He had not, however, bothered to comb his hair. He said, "Let's go out. I'll buy you some breakfast."
"Oh, I don't need anything," I said.
He seized a lumberjack shirt off the back of a chair and stared coldly into my face. "I can't stand pussyfooting around. Did you eat breakfast?" I shrank back. "Of course you didn't. I told you I'd provide breakfast, so I will." I was stunned by his truculence. No one in my family had ever spoken to me in that tone of voice. Then he added, more gently, "I didn't get to sleep till 3 a.m. I won't be really functional till I grease the machine." But my feelings were hurt, and I was afraid of setting off his snappishness, so I didn't say anything going down the stairs and getting into the Volkswagen. I didn't do anything wrong, I reminded myself; I only did what he said!
The gearshift had no knob. It was wrapped with electrical tape. He muttered something about getting it fixed. "It turns my hand black and sticky," he said, and then, when the engine was on, looked at me again. "I was too sharp with you."
"Maybe we should do this another time if you're too tired."
"I did speak sharply. I'm fine. You just have to get used to me. I do this all the time, only I don't usually have to do it in front of somebody so early in the morning." He grinned, the same as the other night, a sort of shocking pink with baby-round teeth in the middle of all that beard. "Forgive me?"
I loved the Volkswagen. The apartment had been dry and bookish, but the Volks was sun-warmed with foody odors: old sandwiches, mostly—meats and cheese. There was a pizza box in the back seat, too, also coke cans, crumpled paper bags, and something that looked like wads of jockey shorts. The engine had no muffler.
"There's a place I go down by the river when I really want my breakfast heavy."
I said, "Do you usually stay up so late?"
"Insomnia. I've had it most of my life."
I waited respectfully to hear more, but we were already at the bottom of the hill, at Water Street, where you could see some shaky-looking old houses with store fronts. He didn't exactly park, but ended his turn onto Water Street in the far lane and stopped fairly near the curb, facing traffic.
I said, "I read the worst thing to do with insomnia is to try and fight it. You should do something, you know, like read a book or whatever until you're ready to sleep.’7
He said, "Where did you get that—Reader's Digest?"
The restaurant was tiny and old, with no customers but us. Dave led me to the farthest rear of the three booths. An old man wearing a paper hat and a cloth wrapped around his middle came as far as the end of the counter. Dave called out that he wanted the works—fried eggs, fried potatoes, toast, and lots of coffee.
"Her too?" said the man.
I said, "Do you have doughnuts?"
"Joe's got everything," said Dave. "Doughnuts and coffee, Joe." I didn't really drink coffee, but a preference for tea was not the sort of thing I wanted to call attention to with Dave. It would seem completely unimportant to him. Besides, drinking coffee was something I wanted to learn to do.
Dave pushed his glasses up on his head and rubbed his eyes. "Tell me more about what Reader's Digest has to say about insomnia."
"It wasn't Reader's Digest. I think it was Newsweek."
"Oh, Newsweek."
"It was a stupid article. I don't know anything about it— I've always been a good sleeper. I sleep eight hours every night, it doesn't matter if I've got a lot of studying or whatever, at midnight I just go up to sleep."
"Would you like to hear about real insomnia?" I nodded of course, folded my hands in my lap. He said, "Real insomnia is when you lie in bed, and bit by bit, as if someone were turning a thumbscrew, your nerves extend. They stretch, all along your arms, along your neck and spine. Your nerves get longer and longer and more taut. Your eyes stretch too, so that the lids don't fit anymore and you begin to stare. The staring is the main thing. You see in the dark. No matter how dark it is, you can see. Everything is like you, taut and flat, with no volume, and you think it will always be that way. On the wall you maybe see something, a tiny black spot, like a spider, like an infinitesimal chip of sleep. You try to concentrate on it, to make it bigger, so you can crawl inside and sleep. You try so hard that you convince yourself it is growing, that sleep is coming. You stare so hard your eyeballs burn, but you can't quite hold it, the dark spot shrinks, the spider crawls off to one side, goes up the wall, over the ceiling. You watch for it to hold still so you can try to make it grow again."
So many words. His face became huge to me, like a sunset, hairy with flares, and vast spaces all around him. My body felt as if it were rising to meet him, as if I might go flying right into that vast dark space he was creating, and it left me with my hands cold, a clenching in my shoulder muscles, between my legs. I think I was holding my breath when breakfast came, the bubbles of shiny egg, the mounds of reddish potatoes. Stacks of toast, melted butter. My doughnuts brown and oily with wrinkles around the centers like the insides of elbows.
It was almost a relief to have the old man's lined face, his accent I didn't recognize. "Thank you very much," I said.
He jabbed a forefinger at my plate. "Tell me if you like."
I took a big bite. "Oh, very good! Chewy."
"Homemade," said Joe, watching still, so I had another bite. In a different mood I probably would actually have liked the doughnuts, but my stomach was running in surges of excitement or nausea, and I had to keep swallowing to hold down the two clumps of doughnut.
Dave shoveled in potatoes, broke into the yolks of his eggs. "Joe's breakfasts are the best kept secret in town."
"Lunch too," said Joe. "I fry in the pan, none of that french fry basket stuff."
He finally left, and I could put down the doughnut. Dave soaked his toast in yolk, drank half his cup of coffee in one gulp while simultaneously bringing a load of potatoes to his mouth. I was awed by how completely he gave himself over to eating, ignoring manners. It was as if he knew eating as thoroughly as he knew insomnia. Sheaths of egg yolk hardened on some of the coarse beard hairs under his lip. His hands moved over the table, feeling for more food. I could not quite imagine those hands touching me, or the mouth surrounded by beard, but I had a feeling that would come too, like learning to drink coffee.
He said, "Anyhow, the end of my story about the insomnia is that I had a close friend who killed himself. He jumped off the roof of a building in New York City. This guy had many problems, many, many problems. He'd tried suicide before, the first time when he was only fourteen or fifteen, so I'm not saying the insomnia caused it, but he did have the worst insomnia of anyone I ever knew. Something pushed him over; too many nights without rest staring at whatever was in front of him." He belched. "Don't you want the doughnuts?" I shook my head and he started eating them, waving to Joe for more coffee.
I could feel the bitterness burning my stomach now, and my forehead was folded up, waiting to hear the rest, to hear if Dave had ever tried to commit suicide, too. To hear what this meant to me—this dark world of sleeplessness and despair and excess and not caring if there was egg on your beard. But Dave seemed to have finished. He went on to something else, chatted some more with Joe, and when Joe was gone, started talking about Sunrise Farm: who I would meet out there, how to approach them. Talked invitingly, as if he looked forward to having me with him but I was thinking how hopelessly far behind I was. I don't know anything, I thought. I don't know about despair or insomnia or even what country Joe is from. I've never known anyone to do anything like commit suicide. To make up for my lacks, I nodded and nodded.
I asked everybody I met to take a turn going out to Sunrise Farm, Karen and Roy and the people in the Christian Association, but sorority girls too. And I spoke about the project at local churches and at the high school. I had the use of a desk and phone at the C.A., and my name was on the bulletin board so people could leave messages for me. By second semester I had two shifts of volunteers for Saturdays, and I drove them out in Dave Rivers' Volkswagen. The best part was when he taught me how to use the four gears and coax the car into an uneasy start in cold weather. My project was the only one that got use of his car, and he also suggested me for the Steering Committee, so I finally got my chance to sit around drinking coffee and laughing with Judy Fletcher and her friends. A couple of times people on the Steering Committee saved a place for me beside him, but that made me uneasy. I was the only one who got to use his car, and I knew where he hid the key'to his apartment, but none of it seemed to add up to anything. It wasn't that I wanted to go with Dave—even the phrase sounded infantile coupled with his name. I imagined rather a relationship like the one in the metaphysical poem, where the couple become the legs of a compass, always connected, no matter how far one of them roams. Where there is always a film of gold between them, beat to airy thinness, invisible, but real.
A real connection. While between Dave and me there seemed to be only business. There were no more private breakfasts or driving lessons or revelations of insomnia. Often when I returned the car keys he wasn't home, and when he was, he would barely look up from his book to take them. The excitement of going illicitly but for a good cause to his apartment didn't die out, but it often left me with a sensation of discomfort, even humiliation, as if I were pretending a claim to him I didn't deserve. Judy Fletcher might reserve seats, and the girl across the hall might tease me about my predilection for preachers, but I was beginning to think something was wrong. My first year of college was dry. No one was kissing me.
I watched other people and compared. Teale, for example, the girl across the hall, was my social reference. She was pretty much a sure thing to pledge Kappa, generally considered the top sorority at Franklin State. I didn't like the way Teale sneered at my roommate Karen, but I was flattered by the attention she paid me. I secretly hoped she would introduce me to some new people—boyfriends were what I had in mind. I had a fantasy of a passionate fraternity man I would have to fend off because our values didn't harmonize. Teale hinted to me that there were sororities eyeing me favorably. I professed, and I believe I meant, that I had no interest in pledging, but at the same time I very much enjoyed sitting around Teale's room and talking about it.
One cold Saturday black clouds blew in even earlier than usual, and I had just dropped the Volkswagen at Dave's. He was having one of his cryptic moods, reading Bonhoeffer's Ethics, murmuring that there was something important he had to announce to us at the coffeehouse that evening, so would I please be there.
Why don't you take me to the movies instead, I thought rebelliously, stomped out, and went and sat in Teale's room while she got ready for Saturday night.
I lay on my stomach on her bed, overlooking the nook at the foot of the bed where she sat on a pillow and propped her sleek legs on the bureau. She was wearing her Saturday night special Lauren Bacall gold robe with shoulder pads, and resting a cafeteria saucer on her belly for an ashtray.
"Obviously it isn't that I despise sisterhood!" I shouted over the hum of her hairdrier and her roommate's. "It's the idea of cutting people out. That's what the sororities are really for, to cut people. All the people in sororities and fraternities want to be in the right clump. They're like little trout fry at the fish hatchery, all lined up facing where the water comes in!"
She was staring at me, but not paying attention to the business about the fish. "The C.A. is the same thing," she said. "You all run around doing things together."
"It's not the same, because anyone can join the C.A."
She squinted and leaned closer to my face. "Why don't you ever wear make-up?"
"I do. I put on lipstick every morning."
"I'm going to make you up," she said. "I want to do a little experiment."
"No white lipstick," I said.
She made a face and unfastened herself from the hairdrier. Her roommate had been reading a tattered copy of the Iliad for a semester already. She tossed it across the room now, and it missed the desk, losing its cover falling to the floor. She shrugged and propped her head on her hand to watch the making-up.
I said, "Make me look like a Kappa, Teale." That was one of our ongoing arguments—whether or not Kappa had a type. Teale maintained that each Kappa was unique, but since she agreed with me that all the other sororities did have types, you would think she would eventually have seen the implication. I had a feeling that I could have convinced her if there hadn't been something hypocritical in my own arguments. The truth was that I would have liked to be chosen, and then to reject them.
She made me sit in her chair and brushed my hair straight back with long, strong strokes. I felt the air moving across my forehead with a little charge of pleasure. Teale had slim arms and wrists, but her strokes were so powerful that it seemed to take all the muscles of my neck to brace against the pull.
"More," I said. "Don't stop." But she was getting on to the main business now, slipping a pink headband over my hair to get the bangs off my face. Then she went to work with her fingertips, spreading Covergirl liquid over my cheeks. I smelled the chalky make-up, and the sweet and sour of her hair conditioner and her acrid, smoky breath. Felt the pressure of her hand on my cheekbone as she pencilled my brows.
"Look," she said to her roommate, "Blair's got beautiful brows. You better never pluck your eyebrows, Blair."
Eyelash curler now, and eyeliner and mascara. This was the serious part. She breathed only when she pulled back for a look. As she worked, she made grunts so soft that they were not so much sounds as tiny touches. Her skin was the same color as her hair and eyes; she had been to Florida over semester break. I wanted that tan and honey to spill over me and make me into Teale.
"Don't look yet," she said. "I've got to rat your hair a little." She finally examined me from a distance, then turned my face firmly out to the roommate. "Look," she said. "What do you see?"
Solemnly the roommate nodded. "My God. Tri Delt. Tri Delt all the way."
I jumped for the mirror. Tri Delts dated athletes and student body presidents. I suppose if I'd had to join a sorority it would have been a more well-rounded one like Kappa, but there was no question that Tri Delts went out with Phi Delts, and the Tri Delts were always cheerleaders and homecoming queens and anything else that required blondness and wide smiles. I didn't have the blondness, but everything else I saw in the mirror was right. The light make-up had flattened my face to a disc, a setting for the eyes blackly outlined, heavily lashed. Had the hair been pale, it would have been the mask of Beauty. Everyone's ideal Girl. I wondered if Dave would recognize me in it. I decided to go this way to the meeting at the coffeehouse.
Teale stood in the doorway and screamed, "Hey you all! Come and see!" And portable hairdriers, paperback textbooks, robes, jeans, and slips came running. "Is that a Tri Delt or is that a Tri Delt?"
All of them trying to decide if I looked more like the homecoming queen or the head cheerleader. I put a hand on my hip, made a fashion model runway turn, made them laugh. Teale demanded the loan of a Villager outfit in my size. Pink, she said. It had to be pink. "No," I said, "I'll spill pea soup on it—" But they brought it anyhow, pleated skirt, sweater, even the dyed-to-match knee socks. I let them do it. I might even, had it been earlier in the day, have let them bleach my hair. I was in the mood for a change.
We were going to go to dinner, and I was wondering if I should wait for Karen, when Karen herself came thundering down the hall, books clutched to her bosom, hair flopping against her cheeks like cocker spaniel ears. She didn't see the Tri Delt enamel over my face, and I had a moment of disappointment, but then realized that something big had happened to Karen. She dumped the books on her bed and let them lie instead of setting them neatly on their proper shelves. I followed her into our room, and Teale waited in the doorway. Karen's breathing made her shoulders rise and fall, and her eyes widened with each gasp.
"I have to get dressed," she said, unfastening her skirt and letting it fall around her ankles. "I have a date." Another deep, shuddering breath. "I was working in the library," she said, "and I saw this boy from my calculus class sitting over there with some other boys. He sits in front of me because of the alphabet, but he never said a word to me before. I never even thought he noticed me. He's a sophomore or junior. He's in Sigma Chi." I glanced at Teale, who lifted an eyebrow. "After a while he got up and left, and so did the other boys, but then one of them came back and sat down beside me and said there was a phone call for me on the pay phone. I couldn't believe it, but it was him, and he asked me to meet him for a date, tonight, at Sigma Chi house. And oh Blair I didn't even ask him what kind of a date. If I should dress up or what."
Teale's mouth was closed firmly, her jaw fixed. Giving me no help, no help to Karen.
I said, "Well, call him back and ask."
Karen shook her head. "I can't believe how stupid I was. I don't even know his name. I'll have to wear my blue dress, I suppose. It's probably what I'd wear anyhow, one way or the other." It was her church dress she meant, jewel neck, princess cut. I hoped the date wasn't for a real fraternity party.
Teale said, "Did you know the guy who came over and said there was a phone call?"
She emerged through the neck of the dress. "He's some freshman. I've seen him around." She put on her good black pumps, started moving her things to the matching pocket-book. "I've never been so scared in my life."
"You'll have fun. Won't she, Teale?" Teale shrugged. I said, "But Karen, I don't think you should wear white gloves. They don't go with Sigma Chi somehow."
She laid them back on her chest of drawers and stood stiffly in front of us. "I can't think of one thing to say to him. Can you give me a subject to talk about?"
"How about your professor? Professors are always good to talk about."
Karen nodded, big-eyed, color in her cheeks, the rest of her face almost transparent. She had a nudging look without her glasses, as if she had to feel her way with her face. Something about her was embarrassing: she revealed how much she wanted something. Wanted love. I was half-angry at her: I had thought she was dedicated, wanted nothing in her life but math.
She started down the hall at a near run, calling back, "I don't think I could take this every week."
Teale and I didn't try to keep up with her. We went toward the dining hall in silence until Karen was out of sight. Then I said, "I hope she at least gets dinner."
"She won't," said Teale.
"Do you think it's a party? Why didn't you say so? She shouldn't have dressed like that for a party at Sigma Chi."
"There's no party at Sigma Chi tonight. And no dinner either." Teale was moving along beside me with strides longer than mine, more graceful than mine. Her hair not brushed out and teased yet, but gathered back like a bouquet of dark honey loops. She sounded a little tired of me, as if I were being willfully obtuse. "Don't you get it? It's a joke, a pledge prank."
Teale's body seemed to stretch out of shape, to bend and loom over me out of the shadows. "I don't believe it. You're prejudiced. You just don't believe a Sigma Chi would ask out Karen/’
"Think about it, Blair. She doesn't even know the guy's voice. She doesn't know who called her."
"She must have heard him talk in class."
"The pledges have to do things like that to get points for initiation. Sometimes they talk professors into letting them into courses without prerequisites, or they put up signs on the water tower—"
"I don't believe they would do that to Karen. It would be cruel."
"They dig up rose bushes from the dean's garden—"
"But she's not a rose bush!"
"Who's not a rose bush?" said Teale's roommate. We had just caught up to the line outside the dining hall.
Teale told the whole thing, coolly, her mouth twisted a little to one side with cultivated, gun-moll cynicism. The others clicked their tongues or made disgusted faces or laughed. But no one did anything. / didn't do anything.
Why am I still here? I thought. Why haven't I gone to do something? Why hadn't I seen what Teale saw, and why hadn't Teale done anything to stop it? Would I have fallen for the trick, if I had been the one they picked to try it on? All of us, that mass of girls, twisted and distorted, body merged into body, arm grafted to shoulder, knees attached backwards, hair poured and puddled, committing a sin of doing nothing to save Karen.
The dinner line started to move, and Teale gave me a glance. "Well, I might be wrong," she said, and went back to talking to the others, about something else. I ate half a grilled cheese sandwich, and then walked out without saying goodbye to any of them, feeling betrayal on all sides. Betrayed by Teale, after all my admiring of her, that she could be so hard. By Karen's stupidity too: that she should be my roommate. That I should be as stupid as Karen and as much in the wrong as Teale, and at the same time not even brave enough to tell Teale what I thought.
I caught a glimpse of my face in the mirror at the top of the stairs, and was going to go and wash, but the phone rang. Someone picked it up, spoke briefly, stuck her head out of the booth. "Oh Blair, there you are. Phone call, but don't get excited; it's only a girl."
On the telephone a whisper with a strangely varying pitch. "Blair?" it said. "Blair?"
"Karen? Where are you? What happened?"
"I waited almost an hour, Blair, and he didn't come."
"Where are you? Why are you whispering?"
"Because I'm in their phone booth."
"Oh Karen, don't stay there. Get out, come right home."
"I can't leave. I was in the living room waiting for him, and I waited and waited and he still didn't come, and then all these other boys started walking by. They walked by one at a time and looked at me. There was nobody here but me, and all these boys just coming by one by one and after a while the same ones started coming past again—"
"Tell me about it later. Just leave. He's not coming, Karen, it's a joke; it was a nasty trick."
"But I can't leave because they started taking their clothes off. One came by in his underwear and then another one came by in his underwear, and then I realized they were all going to come out in their underwear and I ran in here—"
"Just get out and come home."
I could hear her shuddering breaths again. "Will you come and get me?"
I closed my eyes; I didn't want to go, I felt humiliated for our whole sex, but it was a chance to redeem myself. They were walking past Karen in their jockey shorts, with their hairy thighs. I checked myself once more in the mirror— the clothes, the Tri Delt mask. The hair was still full and smooth. I wanted to give them as little as possible to laugh at.
I went, without a coat, into the raw evening, not running so I wouldn't sweat on my make-up or make the hair come unteased. I saw two boys I knew and walked the other way to avoid them. Would they expose themselves to get pledge points? The Sigma Chis wouldn't hurt her physically, of course, I thought. They wouldn't really do anything to her physically.
But I began to doubt even that as I came up to their house, half hidden behind two dark fir trees, with a steep pitched roof and leaded glass windows. Something Black Forest and fascist about it. Two aluminum beer kegs in the yard. I didn't knock, but dragged the heavy door open, expecting Doberman dogs, and imagining how I would grab for their throats if they attacked me.
There was a staircase to my left, and ahead, a baronial living room with exposed beams and a fireplace. To my right, a little cloak room and a cubicle, with the door open and a light inside: the phone booth. As if someone had hastily left. I could smell dinner somewhere, rich and meaty, and I heard the bass of a distant stereo.
From behind me someone said, "Oh Lord, not another one/’
I leaped for the staircase, an instinctive choice of the high ground. With the balustrade between me and him, I turned to look. He was big enough to be a football player, but a little too soft, holding a pewter beer stein.
"I can't believe it," he said. "Listen, it was a pledge prank, he's not coming, whoever it was who got you over here. Go home now."
The terror that had pricked me onto the stairs turned to fury. "Oh don't think I fell for your despicable trick," I said. I really shouted, to get the tearful tremble out of my voice. I wanted the voice to go at him like a horizontal pile driver. "My friend called me from here in the middle of a nervous breakdown, and I came to help her. What did you do with my friend?"
"The tall skinny one?" he said. "I sent her home. We don't have permission for women in the house tonight." A couple more with beer mugs came in. They formed a half-circle of bulky sweaters and square chins. "Listen," he said. "Do you get it? It was a pledge prank, a dirty trick, and I want to apologize on behalf of Sigma Chi house. Okay?"
My fingers itched for their throats, warbling around their Adam's apples as they sipped beer. "It is not okay. It was unbelievably cruel. My friend is from a small town and she doesn't know any better than to believe what people say. She had no inkling that anyone in a million years would do a putrid thing like this, and as far as I'm concerned, you and your disgusting little brothers abused her."
"Hey," said one of them. "She's talking dirty."
Their faces all tipped to one side, listening to me with great interest, and I realized that my speech was probably as entertaining to them as Karen and the underwear parade. I said, "If I had a gun, I would shoot your faces off."
I scared myself so much when I said it that I plunged for the door, feeling I had gone too far. I seized the wrought iron handle and couldn't budge it. The one who had made the apology said, "That door sticks, let me." A nubby woolen arm edged me aside, and opened it, one-handed. "Wait," he said. "Your friend left something," and I had to wait for him to retrieve a royal blue scarf with pale yellow butterflies transmogrifying into yellow roses or some such optimistic idiocy. I snatched it away, lunged out the door.
I look crazy to them, I thought, pounding my feet into the pavement. Making speeches to Sigma Chis. As if they spoke English. Their leader or whatever he was—had he been genuinely sorry? Halfway across the quadrangle I had a fantasy that he would call me up, attracted to a more humane way of life, and ask to get to know me. To be instructed. I would, I realized sadly, be afraid to see him. Be afraid of another trick.
When I got back to the room, Karen's side had been made neat; the books she dropped on the bed were back on the shelf, the clothes hung up, the desk clear of everything but her pencil cup. She came in a few minutes after me with her hair wet, wrapped in a towel. She didn't have her glasses on, and she smiled.
I was immediately furious at her. "What happened? Why didn't you wait for me?"
"I'm sorry," she said. "This guy came and told me I couldn't sit in the phone booth because they weren't open to women tonight."
"Don't say you're sorry! I don't mean you should have stayed there. Don't apologize. Did you apologize to him too?"
"He was very polite. I'm sorry you had to go all the way over there. I thought I'd meet you on the way back."
She took down the wet towel, let it sit a moment in her lap, then folded it square by square into a small, soggy packet and got her bobby pins out of the drawer. I watched her closely; I thought her hands were shaking but I couldn't be sure. I gave her the scarf, and she folded it too into a tiny cube.
She began to make enormous pin curls. "As soon as I knew you were coming, Blair, I felt better. You were a real friend. I was a fool to go over there."
"That's for sure. But I should have figured it out too."
I was sure her hands were shaking, and the curls she was making were much too large. She was already almost done, three enormous curls on each side of her head. She said, "You never would have gone. You would have had more sense. The whole thing is my fault for being so dumb."
"But you didn't do it, they did."
She pursed her lips and shook her head, just a little shake. "Dumb, dumb, dumb," she murmured, and unfolded the scarf, wrapped it around her head. She put away her pins, got down her calculus book and opened it in the dead center of her desk, pressing the spine with all her weight.
I said, "Well, you can't leave that towel knotted up that way. It'll never dry. I'll hang it up for you."
"You really are a friend, Blair," she said, already sitting down, lowering her face to the book.
I found myself with no words to reach Karen. I wasn't finished talking about it, but it was over for her. And nothing I could say would make an impact on her, anymore than it had on the Sigma Chis.
The official name of the C.A.'s coffeehouse was the Coal Bin, because of its function in the days before gas heat. We had performances there on Friday and Saturday nights: poetry readers and guitar pickers, sometimes even a barber shop quartet or a jug band. On nights when there was no entertainment, you could drink coffee or hot cider at the ten little tables with checkered cloths and candle-spilled Mateus bottles. Dave Rivers had organized the place, but Martha McTeague ran it. She baked the tea breads and bar cookies and presided from a broom closet with a coffee machine and a hot plate and change in a cigar box. On particularly busy evenings, some of us would wait tables, but other times it was all Martha, Martha by herself.
I looked for Dave in the main room first, even though I knew it was rare for him to show up before time to introduce the talent. No one was there except Roy Critchfield, all alone in the corner, leaning his head back against the main refuse pipe, apparently napping. Roy had become increasingly silent as the year wore on; he barely passed three of his first semester courses, and he was carrying incompletes in the other two. I never heard him mention this term's classes, and in fact you could find him at any hour of the day sitting in the student union, with no books. On Friday and Saturday he sat here. He had let his hair grow too, in equal lengths down the whole back of his head and now over his neck and ears and forehead, like a creeping moss, or the pelt of a lethargically transforming werewolf. Even though his eyes were closed, I backed away quickly; he wasn't so much a pest anymore as a mood-depressant.
So I went to Martha, thinking that I might tell her what had happened to Karen. I knew that other students used her as a confidante, although something in me wasn't comfortable with her; maybe she was too much like a sister of my mother's. This evening she was wearing her beatnik outfit, black trousers and turtleneck, hoop earrings. This isn't Greenwich Village, I thought, it's the Christian Association Coal Bin at Franklin State College, for heavensakes.
"Martha, have you seen Dave?"
She was just cutting into one of her endless pans of brownies. How can you pretend to be a mother and a beatnik both, I thought. Glancing at me sideways, she said she hadn't seen him.
I knew I wasn't being polite, but I was full of impatience. I was ashamed of my abruptness, but, I told myself, I didn't care. I didn't have time for politeness. This Thing had happened to Karen, but to me as well. I wanted it to change my life, and I didn't want to get slowed down by pausing to be polite to Martha. I had a cry in my mind that was already beginning to lose its raw power, to get smooth from too many rehearsals: Dave! I would shout. I found out something about human nature tonight! I found out how brutal and cruel human beings can be! I wanted to say that, and then have him explain it to me and make me wise, tough-minded, and safe.
Martha said, "Everyone wants Dave tonight."
"He called a special meeting."
"Ah, another Dave project. Well, I expect he's hiding out in his office. Whenever he gets tired of one project, like he's tired of the Coal Bin, he just disappears until he comes up with a new one."
I felt, as a result of my experience that night, that I could be more daring. "Sometimes I don't think you like him."
"Oh, I like Dave. I like Dave very much, but I know him better than you do."
For half an instant I wondered about her: she didn't really look old; I always made her older in my mind to match Reverend McTeague, but she wasn't old, except her mouth, tonight, which was tight.
Dave's office was in the other half of the basement, but you had to go all the way upstairs and down another staircase to get there. He could have had any of the offices on the main floor with windows and views of trees, but he had chosen this extreme rear of the basement, behind the boiler room, piled with ancient boxes of water-damaged hymnals that no one ever used or went to the trouble of throwing away. I never understood if he chose his office out of self-effacement or out of a desire for privacy. If he had wanted to be alone, though, you'd think he would have closed the door, but it was always open, the only light at that end of the hall.
I hurried through the darkness, knocked on the green metal flank of a file cabinet, and stepped inside. He was in his reclining chair, shoved between the desk and boxes . He raised two fingers of his left hand to bid me hold my peace until he had finished reading something. He held me as still as the obsolete mimeograph machine on his desk, taking up space, covered with dust. His fingers gradually relaxed, drifted down to his lips, to his beard.
Something was making my body burn: was it humiliation? Or envy, that he considered his reading so important that he would make a visitor—me—stand and wait? I dropped everything when someone came to see me I carefully chose poems and pictures for the walls of my room so people would think I was an interesting person. Dave didn't have to type out William Blake's "The Poison Apple" for his bulletin board. Dave was already interesting and important, and I couldn't imagine disturbing him until he was ready for me.
He closed the book and laid it on the corner of the desk. "Hello, Blair," he said. "Sorry to make you wait, but I've been working on that chapter of Bonhoeffer all day."
"I interrupted it twice."
"No, you haven't interrupted me." He might lie, I thought, with a sudden understanding. He might lie about something important, but he would never be a hypocrite about something small—he would never say you didn't interrupt him if you did. The only thing was, I wished I had interrupted him. Wished vehemently that I was important enough to disturb him, to have an impact on him.
I was aware of myself as an object in Dave's office, myself in the pink borrowed sweater, the pleats flat over my stomach, the knee socks. Of my body as a smooth thing under the clothes. I was aware of the comfortable little valley he made in the chair, his fullish waist, the wrinkles and folds of his khaki workpants. He was relaxed, like my father, just finished reading.
"You look so pretty tonight," he said.
I started to cry: I felt pretty, all of a sudden, thanks to him, but also he reminded me of how I used to sit on my father's lap and be so contented. I felt, too, this wanting in my abdomen that seemed horribly inappropriate after what had happened at Sigma Chi.
"What is it?" he said, not alarmed by the tears, as if he even liked them. He patted the arm of the chair, then patted my back after I sat down.
It all began to come blubbering out of me.
"Oh Lord," said Dave. "She didn't figure it out?"
"Finally," I said. "But it was too late."
"Is she all right?"
"She's back in the dorm studying math. I don't know if that's all right, but it's what she always does. I went over there and made an absolute fool of myself. I made a speech to this bunch of idiots about what monsters they are, and they thought it was more fun than a barrel of monkeys. And I just got madder and madder. I was hopping around like Rumpelstiltskin. I thought I was going to pound myself into the ground." Dave gave me his handkerchief, and I wiped off tears, but didn't know if I should blow my nose. "I felt like such a fool. I mean, they were so entertained."
His pat on my shoulders had turned to a gentle rub. "What's the matter with your face? You look bruised."
For a moment I was frightened, thinking I had been damaged, mysteriously marked by the Sigs, but then I realized it was mascara. "Make-up," I said, and started to cry again. He took the handkerchief away from me and wiped the black off.
"You'd better blow your nose," he said. Then, "Let me look and see if we got everything off." He pushed his glasses back on his head and smoothed my hair over my ears with both his hands, touched the corners of my eyes with his thumbs.
I thought: We're about to kiss. We are going to kiss. To make absolutely certain, I said, "You treat me like a little girl."
"Do you think so? I don't think I do. You're always one of the people I think of when I have something new I want to talk about. When I want to bounce ideas off someone."
The patting and smoothing stopped, but his hands were still on me. He knew it was coming too. I said, "I don't think you take me seriously. I suppose it's because you're older-"
"I'm not so old."
"I can never figure out if you're in my generation or the McTeagues'. "
"Yours," he said, very quickly. "Definitely yours."
He let one hand fall to my shoulder, and with his other folded his glasses and laid them on top of Bonhoeffer. I could feel it so close then, a heady energy that slid me onto his lap, and he was suddenly under me and all around me and I was against his chest, against his mouth, which was soft in the center surrounded by the rasping beard. His hands clasping my back and unclasping repeatedly, as if he were kneading, making me spread and rise. Such a keening of my body that I started to cry again, and he kissed my tears and said, "Hey, hey," and kissed my cheeks and my eyelids and my eyebrows and the corners of my eyes. "Hey," he said, "why now?"
"Because I wanted this so long, and I thought you never even saw me."
He made a sound, a cry, not very loud, and pressed his face in my neck. It seemed that every time he moved even slightly, there was a new part of me made alive—as if I had not had an earlobe before. "Not see you!" he whispered. "My Lord!" More parts of me, his hands on my chest, kneading that too. A clear thought ran through me: I will do it with him, one day soon. He is the one I will do it with. And I was so glad to have that settled in my mind. He didn't undo my blouse or reach under my skirt, but he touched every part of me through the clothes as we kissed, and I kept thinking how glad I was, how glad.
"Why did we wait so long?"
He laughed. "Why indeed? No, the truth is, I worry. I don't want to take you—where you aren't ready to go—"
"You mean sex?"
Laughed again. I liked it that I caused these short exclamation points of laughter. "Actually, I was thinking of Norfolk, Virginia."
I had to sit back at that, comfortably arranged in his lap, our four hands continuing to embrace, resting in my lap.
"It's what I wanted to talk to people about tonight. I'm forming a group to go down there and work in the inner city. We'd go as Vistas, Volunteers in Service to America. It's part of the Office of Economic Opportunity. They assign the Vista volunteers to communities that have existing agencies of same kind, and the Vistas go down and work through the agencies—but on their own projects. So we'd have a base, but be free to look around for ourselves and see what needs doing, and do it."
My first thought was: I won't have to live at home and lifeguard at the swimming pool this summer. I'll be with Dave, instead, not waiting for real life, but in the middle of it. I tried to keep the elation out of my voice. "Why there?"
"It could be anywhere. They have an organization, a Community Action Project called TAPS-- Tidewater Against Poverty Services. Everything's an acronym. It could be Chicago or Pittsburgh or New York. It's the same core of powerless people at the center of the cities."
He made chopping gestures in the air, and I lay against him again, listening to his voice reverberate inside his chest. I thought it was the happiest moment of my life. To have my body warmly nested in another body, to have his voice going on and on, explaining just to me. This was not, I realized with a dawning pleasure, his presentation voice that was careful not to overwhelm, that took into account the reactions of the listeners. He was talking as if to himself, making no concessions. Assuming I understood.
It wouldn't be easy to swing it, he said. He still had to convince the people in Washington that he had the credentials to train us, that we would be prepared for the kind of work we would find there. We would have a study group, read certain books, The Secular City, of course, The Autobiography of Malcolm X. Documents of the transformation of society.
Every so often I asked a question, more to keep the moment going than anything else: Where would we live? Who pays for it? Who else would be going? We'd get living allowances from Washington, he told me. We'd live in apartments in the neighborhood where we were working. With the people. That part was essential. Using whatever facilities the agency had, but strictly on our own. He wanted up to ten of us from the Christian Association to go. He wanted to have a real impact.
I didn't ask how long we'd be there. I had a feeling, from the seriousness in his voice, that we wouldn't be hurrying back for college in the fall. Oh yes, I thought. Of course. You couldn't just talk, you had to do. You had to commit.
In the distance I heard brisk footsteps, a knock, someone calling Dave, and then there was Martha standing in the cleared space in the middle of the room where I had stood a little while ago. I did not spring up from Dave's lap; I felt a sense of persecution. My whole life I had been stealing kisses and getting interrupted. I intended to stay put.
Martha made a noise, a nervous giggle, but it had the shocking, antisocial quality of passing gas. Then she covered her eyes with both hands, and said, "I didn't see a thing."
Dave dumped me out of his lap. I got my feet under me before I hit the ground. Martha ran.
"Dammit!" said Dave.
"Hey," I said, realizing that he was heading down the hall after her. I followed him to the door. He came back, but only to get his glasses. "Sorry, Blair, but I can't let her go off like this."
"Oh sure," I said, "but we weren't doing anything—is there some kind of rule?" I had never thought about that, that Dave might not be allowed to fraternize with me.
He paused, looking after her, her black shoulders pumping, her elbows stuck out at chicken-wing angles. The footsteps didn't fade at all but were amplified, precise and explosive by the narrow hall. He said, "There's no rule. But she and Paul— I do have to talk to her. Explain."
"About us?"
For a moment his eyes were troubled, and then he gave me a full-face smile and opened his arms. I ran for a hug, for a wet-mouthed kiss, and then he ran after her.
Chapter Three
I finished my last exam with an enthusiastic rhetorical flourish. In my essay question I had outlined almost the same ideas I covered in the term paper, and that sociology paper used much the same material as the one for religion class. Both papers came out of our Wednesday night discussion groups, and I even footnoted a personal interview with Dave Rivers about the community organizing methods of Saul Alinsky and The Woodlawn Organization in Chicago. This is a time for Change, I wrote. We should be learning directly about the lives of the dispossessed, not collecting statistics and reading scholarly journals. It is an age for action, for the overturning of hierarchies and making America a dream that can at last belong to all Americans.
When I turned in the paper, the sociology professor said, "I've been looking forward to reading what my class firebrand had to say," and I couldn't have been more pleased. A firebrand sounded like exactly what I wanted to be, and it didn't bother me at all that the ideas for the papers weren't original; I had embraced them so fervently that they were mine. I got A's on both those papers, too, and I think I deserved them, if only because the professors must have found it easier to read about a theory passionately held, even though it roundly damned book readers and researchers and was neither sociology nor religion, but polemic for social change.
It was a good time for me when I was writing those papers. I had, for the moment, everything in my life integrated and unified: my studies, my beliefs, my plans for the future, even my love life. When I came out of that last exam, I was ready for the next part, so inspired by my own writing that when I burst into daylight I was shocked that Dave wasn't waiting for me. The sky was high and blue with enormous cumulus clouds running before the spring wind. The buildings were tacked up around me like staggered ranks of rocket ships, and my body was humming too, ready for take-off. But some connection had failed to be made, some circuit was incomplete. I had no arms to run into.
I went up to my room, showered and packed some books, waiting for the taut spring inside me to relax. I put on jeans and my new short-sleeved lavender sweatshirt. Even though my parents didn't expect me yet, Dave and I planned to drive over there, maybe tonight. I told him I wanted him to explain the Vista project to my parents. I knew he would do that very well, but it was actually something else I wanted, a message to them that would be quite clear without his saying a word. I would emerge from the unkempt Volkswagen wearing this lavender sweatshirt, and perhaps a beaded headband, followed by Dave, full beard, shorts, and leather sandals, maybe. Everything perfectly obvious to my parents without a word being said. As obvious as when, during my junior year in high school, my friend Bunny Hoover overturned her whole life—told off school, her mother, me— by getting into a car on Christmas Eve with a sailor she didn't know all that well and driving out of our lives. I used to lie awake sometimes, sexually aroused, imagining her moment: the cold smell of vinyl and gasoline, the sailor's aftershave lotion. A pull on a flaming bottle of whiskey, then the motor, the chattering teeth, the plunge into darkness and the unknown.
I went down the hall to the phone and tried Dave, but got no answer. I hadn't seen him in a week. He had said, Sure he was ready to drive me over the mountain after my last exam, but in the back of my mind I kept thinking that maybe we'd stay here a while. Mother and Daddy didn't expect me for a couple of days. Maybe we would just stay here and be really together, Dave and I, in a way we had not yet been. Maybe this was my moment for that adventure. He didn't know about my plan, of course. He only knew he had agreed to drive me home today. Unless he'd forgotten. He wouldn't forget a promise, would he?
Restless, looking for a way to make him appear, I walked over to his apartment. The Volkswagen wasn't there, but I went up anyway. When there was no answer to my knock, I reached into the mateless rubber boot for the key, and let myself in. Everything was familiar, books and a plate with toast crumbs on the table, a coffee pot with grounds in the sink. Everything stale, squeezed of life. Without him here, all I could see was slovenliness: the unmade bed, a crunch of grit underfoot, a drape wedged between the couch and wall to keep it clear of the window.
I shoved a casement open, letting in a sharp flow of breeze, but the apartment was still dead without him. I had nothing of his. If he never came back, there would be no evidence of his having been in my life. All the girls I knew had something concrete: Teale was pinned; her roommate had had a pregnancy scare; even Karen had a boyfriend who called with stunning regularity every Wednesday night to make dates for Friday and Saturday. It was silly to think of Dave pinning anyone or making dates, but I did want something concrete. The kisses and embraces in his office, in the Volkswagen, weren't enough. He never kissed me in this apartment, and he never brought me to this bed.
I continued my circuit of his rooms, pausing at the book shelf in the bedroom where there was a pile of books, the ones Dave called the good Germans: Bonhoeffer, Barth, the Neibuhr brothers, Bultmann. I can't read this stuff, I thought. Maybe someday, after the action. When I'm old. Under the books was a stack of old magazines, with one particularly fat magazine at the bottom that caught my attention. I pulled it out a few inches and saw a naked elbow, a navel. It was a Playboy. I was shocked. For Dave to have a Playboy magazine! And all the way at the bottom of a pile too, under his theology books. It was an old issue, so maybe he wasn't hiding it. Maybe it had even been left here by the last tenant. But even if he hadn't bought it himself, I was sure he had read it; he read everything, he said. Not just the cereal boxes, but the address of the manufacturer on the toothpaste tube and the packing numbers of factory checkers.
I had never read one myself. I had seen the covers, of course, even picked one out of a rack once to flip through, but then put it back quickly, for fear someone would see me and think—what? Would they think I liked women? Or that I was trespassing? I opened it on the shelf now, and read a paragraph here and there of the articles, but the main thing was the breasts. There was no question about it, if you were going to look at Playboy, you were going to look at breasts. So I looked at the breasts. I had my papers written, my tests taken, my plans made. I wanted all of life's experiences.
I stared for a long time at one particular picture, not the most naked of the girls, not the huge centerfold who assaulted me with her pink and peachiness, but a smaller picture, barely a quarter page. A girl wearing tight jeans, unzipped just enough to show her belly button. She had her gut sucked in like a cavern, and her tee shirt was rolled up to show the bottom of her breasts. It didn't expose the nipple— in fact, it revealed far less flesh than many evening dresses— but there was something about showing off that part that you never see in clothes—the underside—that seemed to me about the most titillating thing I'd ever seen.
I went to Dave's mirror, overhung with dirty shirts and even a tie. I pushed those things aside, unhooked my bra, and rolled up the lavender sweatshirt. There were red pressure marks where the bra had been, but by maneuvering into the shadows, I could hide those, and make my stomach look fairly cavernous too, if I held my breath. If I leaned forward at just the right angle, I made almost exactly the same line as the girl in the magazine: breast bulge, ribcage sharp, barest swell of belly. I had done this before, looked at my body in a mirror, but I had never compared myself directly with a sex model.
As long as I held my breath and stayed in the shadows, I could approximate the Girl, the one who sells cars and liquor and suntan oil. Not that I hadn't suspected it: I could remember when I was a lifeguard at the pool I would soak up sun for hours, and then, at a certain point, the heat would seem to reverse directions, to be coming out of me. Sometimes during my break the older boys would gather around to talk to me. I didn't do anything, but I could feel how they were drawn by this lazy heat I exuded.
I put my clothes back in place and replaced the magazine. I wondered if I drew Dave to me. I thought I must, but it wasn't so clear. He was not here today, for example. I lay on his bed for a while, trying to make him arrive. What I would like would be for him to fade in through the wall, and sink down on top of me. For it simply to happen because I drew him to me. But, if necessary, I would say it straight out: Dave, I don't want to be a virgin anymore. I closed my eyes, and tried to send my heat into his bed. When I heard the door downstairs, and feet on the stairs, I knew they would stop at this door.
"Dave?" I called, running into the other room, but my voice was met by another voice saying, "Dave?"
It was Roy Critchfield. I'd drawn the wrong fly.
He looked at me sideways as he came in, and made a wide path around me to the window where he stationed himself facing out. I said, "Dave's not here. I was looking for him too."
He had had clippers run up the back of his neck, but he had kept long, fluffy sideburns. His eyebrows lowered over his deepset eyes, and he looked like a daguerreotype cowboy, at once uncomfortable and threatening. Maybe yearning for a hat.
I sat down at the table. "Did you have any exams this afternoon? I finished this morning—my last one."
He said, voice muffled, "I'm not taking exams. I would flunk anyway. I didn't even find out when they were."
I had known he was having trouble, but I didn't realize it had gone so far. "What will you do?"
He shrugged, then turned on me suddenly. "What are you doing here?"
"I told you. The same as you, looking for Dave."
"You know what I mean. You shouldn't be here. It isn't right."
"No, I don't know what you mean," I said, although I was beginning to. I thought that in some inchoate way Roy had smelled out my purposes. I pitched my voice deeper than usual, and said, "Well, Roy, to tell you the truth, I've had the key to his apartment for several months now."
Hollows appeared in his cheeks, shadows like bruises under his eyes. I was amazed by my effect on him.
He said, "I never thought you were . . . that kind of girl."
I wasn't really being fraudulent, I thought. I really would be that kind of girl soon. I was only claiming the status a little ahead of time.
"I've done nothing to be ashamed of, Roy. I would be ashamed if I had hurt someone, or if I hadn't done something that needed doing—" I was seeing rich imaginary examples around me. "If I hadn't written letters for an elderly woman who couldn't see, or if I'd turned my back on a friend. But love is a good thing, Roy. The human body is a good thing!"
I gave him a chance to quote the Bible, but when he held his silence, I went on. "I don't believe that even Jesus meant for people to save themselves that way—he meant for us to connect." I was feeling warm toward Roy. He was a good person, in his own way. I was a good person, earthy and loving, just the way I'd always wanted to be. I reached over and touched the back of one of his hanging, big-knuckled hands. "Don't you see, Roy?"
He grabbed at the molding around the window and pressed his forehead into it, making a terrible face, showing his teeth. "What about me?" he said. "What's wrong with me? Why can't there be something good in me?" He hit the wall with the flat o£ his hand, and rebounded from it, dancing in pain, to the middle of the room, shaking the hurt hand. "I should break something!" he yelled. "It doesn't matter anyhow, does it? I should break a window!" He made two leaps, one to his right, one to his left, like a large child pretending to be a galloping elephant, and then, with tears beginning to well up, he shouted, "I should break you!"
After he ran away, I stared out the open door after him, and slowly, slowly, it came to me that Roy's fury had not been moral outrage, but jealousy. Well my goodness, I said to myself. What do you know? I tried to arrange my thoughts to be sympathetic, but I was more pleased to know I'd been admired all these months. That I'd had an existence in Roy's mind that I didn't even know about.
There was no Volkswagen in front of McTeagues' house, but I did hear voices in the back, so I went around the path Dave had taken out to the cookout that night in September, infinitely far in the past now, a time when I wasn't sure that Dave would ever have a part in my life.
I peered through Martha's sunporch, crowded with trays of seedlings. I could hear organ music now, and realized that the voices I had heard were electronic. I had a familiar sensation, half-nostalgic and half-anxious, of knocking on neighbors' back doors for my mother: Mrs. Moore! Mrs. Wright! It's me, Blair Ellen Morgan. My mother sent me to get the Sunday School books . . . the tomatoes . . . the donation for the United Fund . . .
Martha was wearing a little checked head scarf that matched her shirt. "Blair," she said. "Come in. What can I get you? Ice tea? Coke? Diet-rite, if you can stand the awful stuff? Just let me get this meat loaf under control."
"I'm fine, I don't need anything, thanks."
She insisted that I sit down on a stool painted high-gloss blue. Her kitchen was all blue and bright yellow. The rest of the house was dignified cherry wood, but her kitchen had flower designs stenciled all over the cabinets, and geraniums in the windows. She turned off the television with an elbow because bits of chopped meat clung to her hands.
"Was that a soap opera?"
"You caught me." She made a silly face, but I thought she didn't mind being caught. She seemed to have a freedom I didn't. She could get caught doing something a little silly, she could say things that weren't earth-shattering. I wondered if everyone got that freedom as they became older. "Those stories," she said, hands competently kneading bread crumbs and egg into the ground meats, the rich red chuck, the paler veal and pork. "They've been a lifelong vice of mine. Even before television I always listened on the radio. Actually, I think I liked the radio ones better. I don't mind skipping them when I have something to do—I go weeks without watching them—but then, one day, I'll be back in the kitchen working on something, and on they go. I miss ‘Helen Trent’ from the radio, though. She was the one who proves life begins at thirty-eight, or something like that."
She asked me to bring over the onion and green peppers. They were on a board, already finely chopped, and I held it over her bowl while she swept the pieces into the meat and eggs and bread crumbs.
I said, "When I was sick once in high school I started watching them. I was lonely because I was home by myself, and they were like having company."
"Watch out. They're addictive. The plot, of course, but there's something else too. There's something about them that's like a woman's life. They go on and on, with ups and downs of course, but there's this continuation of the same stuff: love affairs and people stabbing each other in the back and lovers who can't quite get together, and then it starts over again with the love affairs and people stabbing each other in the back. The same characters come back. And a woman always has dinner to plan, and the dishes to wash up afterwards, even if she has a dishwasher, even if it's a picnic. Do you see what I mean? I'm not sure I do."
"My life's not like that."
"Oh, it isn't such a bad life." As she washed her hands, she turned her eyes on me, and I noticed for the first time that she had stunningly beautiful eyes. They set me off balance, though, because I couldn't locate their beauty; they weren't enormous-and-blue beautiful or flashing-dark-with-long-lashes beautiful. I wasn't even sure of their color.
She looked away immediately, as if she didn't focus her eyes on people very long for fear of frightening them. "Still," she said, "I hope your life won't be like that if you don't want it to be."
It was the serving that I hated, I realized, as she began to bustle around getting tea ready for me. The endless doing for others. She baked brownies and took care of the Coal Bin and listened to people's problems, and everyone walked all over her. Dave walked all over her. "We'll let Martha take care of that," he would say if something was called for involving cooking or organizing a clean-up detail. "Who wants to help Martha with that?"
"I intend to make an impact," I said. "I know that sounds young, but I mean it. I don't want to do busy-work. I want to do the same kinds of things that Dave Rivers does." I cringed; I hadn't meant to say his name yet.
She didn't laugh or purse her lips. "I'm sure you will. You strike me as a doer." She had a little plate of mint leaves preserved in sugar and a pitcher of sugar syrup. "Here is real busy-work," she said. "I am a past master of make-work and busy-work: boiled syrup to dissolve easily in the tea. Sugared mint leaves! I know you don't approve of this kind of nonsense." She made a face over herself. "I don't do it as much as I used to. Dave did that for me, you know. He gave me some real work to do—or, at least, a better outlet for my busy-work." We carried tea, mint leaves, sugar syrup, and sliced lemons to the little breakfast table, glass on wicker, wicker chairs with blue and yellow pillows. She said, "I know it's been a long time, but I never apologized to you for that night in Dave's office. I acted very badly."
I hadn't expected her ever to mention it. "Oh—it's okay. It was, you know, months ago."
"I always meant to apologize. I was so embarrassed. Sometimes I make a fool of myself and I don't even have a good reason." She smiled. She seemed so calm, as if the whole thing that evening had been a piece of silliness on her part. "You and Dave," she said. "You're working on something serious? None of my business, of course. But you came over here looking for him, didn't you?"
"Oh, sort of. He's supposed to be taking me home to explain to my parents about the project this summer. To, you know, reassure them."
"He'll do that very well."
"But I haven't seen him for a week. I really hadn't missed him till today because I've been so wrapped up in exams." I hoped she picked that up: that I didn't spend all my time thinking about Dave Rivers.
"He went to Washington."
"I'm sure that's what happened. I just wish I knew for sure—when he was coming back."
"When he gets here," she said. "That's how you'll know when he's coming back. You know Dave by now, don't you? He goes and forgets to tell anybody if he decides to stay longer or go somewhere else."
I was surprised by what came out of my mouth. "You've known him a long time. Has he had a lot of girlfriends?"
She blinked several times, as if she were clearing something out of her eyes. "I suppose. I'm not an expert on how many girlfriends he's had." She hesitated. "Does it matter to you? I had the impression you wanted a modern relationship with none of that baggage. Questions about the past. Jealousy."
I hadn't thought of it that way. "That's true. But there's all this stuff I don't know about him. Things I don't ask him, for some reason. Like, I don't know anything about his family."
She gave a little laugh. "You don't want to bother him with questions about his family. I'll tell you what I know. It isn't much. His father died years ago, and he has a mother, over in Buckhannon, a very sweet little woman, older. He was a late child. She thought she was past the age, and getting a tumor. So he was almost a miracle. He's a wonderful man, too, Blair. A million talents and an immense fund of goodness. He's so kind, really, he is. He lives to help people, but he also—hurts them. In passing. Not because he ever intends to, but he falls into things and makes promises he can't quite keep. When he realizes he's hurt you, he'll beat his chest and chastise himself to the point where you ask him to forgive you."
For a moment I saw danger around me, obscurely. Then Martha said, "But that's all I'm going to tell you about Dave Rivers. Just keep your eyes open, and don't get hurt if you can help it. Do you want some more tea?"
I didn't. We got up, we cleared the table. She saw me out. On the sunporch she gave me a kiss, dry lips on my cheeks, her hands pressing my shoulders. "Have a great summer, though. Tell me all about it when you get back. At least down there you two won't have me barging in on you."
I decided to try his apartment one last time, and found him returned, at his ease, feet up on the table, finger-combing his beard and reading Barchester Towers. We were supposed to be reading documents of social change, and here he was with a nineteenth-century novel.
He closed the book over his thumb and gave me a big smile. "Blair Morgan!" he said, as if he had completely forgotten my existence and was genuinely glad to be reminded of it. "How about a cup of coffee?"
"No thanks. I just had iced tea with Martha."
He got up and ran water in a saucepan, and put it on the burner. "How are the McTeagues?" He stared at the pan of water, seemed to be struggling to remember what came next, and finally got out a giant-sized jar of Nescafe. Then he stared at the water again.
I said, "You don't have a cup yet. Or a spoon."
"Oh yes." He took down two plastic mugs, one with lurid pink and yellow stripes, the other crowded with enormous flowers of indefinable species.
"None for me," I said, and Dave nodded and put coffee into both mugs.
"I've been to Washington," he said, "and I've been to Virginia, and I've seen the neighborhood where they've assigned us. It's called South Jenkin. Run-down housing, high unemployment, high welfare rolls. The whole thing. I've met the people at the agency and, most important, I've met some of the community leaders down there—some good people, although I wouldn't say any of them is exactly a King—"
I couldn't stop looking at the coffee mugs. I did not want coffee, and why didn't he tell me where he was going before he went? I tried hard to get hold of myself, tried to follow what he was saying, but I kept getting stuck: what did he mean King? Why did he want them to have a King? A picture came into my mind of a religious sect, a crown and a feather cape, the resurgent kingdom of Africa or something. Then I realized he meant Dr. Martin Luther King, Junior, and wondered if I were some kind of a racist to have had that association. And all the time into the incredibly ugly plastic mugs he was pouring not-quite boiling water that sloshed brown particles up on the sides.
Dave extended the one with flowers to me. "I don't have milk, but there's sugar on the stove." It was in an unsealed five-pound bag sitting in a field of spilled crystals.
I was standing in the middle of the room, and I did not want the mug of coffee, and there wasn't room to put it down on the book-covered desk even if I took it. I said, "I told you I didn't want coffee. You never listen to me."
I think I meant to knock it out of his hand and across the room, but I half-stifled the blow, and ended by clubbing his wrist ineffectually. It was enough to spill most of the coffee on his hand, though, and he dropped the cup, which splashed and bounced brittlely on the floor. I ran for the door, thrown back into childhood badness, fleeing great dark-winged birds of adults, but I stopped myself.
"I'll clean it up," I said. "I'm sorry. Are you all right?"
Carefully, carefully Dave put the full mug on top of Barchester Towers and retrieved the other one from the floor. He held the empty mug in both hands.
"Where's a rag?" I said. "A paper towel? I want to clean it up."
"Don't worry about the spill, tell me what's the matter."
Of course he would say don't worry about the spill. Don't sweat the small stuff. "I want a rag," I said doggedly. "I want to clean it up." I wished for a long German name and a mind that abstracted and balanced, with priorities in order. I wanted to be black and oppressed, and to know who the enemy was, and go sit-in at his lunch counter. I wanted to be anyone but me, who got stuck over and over on words and cups, and didn't even give Dave pleasure to see. He would leave me alone to my tantrums while he became a Vista.
"Let it dry itself," he said, "and tell me what's bothering you."
I began to cry, and that was the signal for Dave to sit down, invite me to his lap, shush me while I repeated through sobs that I wanted to clean up the mess, and he repeated that I should forget the mess and tell him what was bothering me.
"You never told me where you were going," I said, "or when you were coming back."
"You had exams," he said. "I thought you were giving all your attention to the exams. I thought you wanted me to stay away."
"1 did, but I wanted to know where you were. And you said you'd take me home tonight, and I thought you forgot."
He said, "I'm here. Trust me a little, Blair."
He hugged me, jiggled me the way you give a little child a ride on your knee, kissed the tears on my check. Outside, a cloud passed over the sun, causing a momentary gray-whitening of the light, followed by a flowering of bright yellow again. His kisses and chest were warm; the wind came in cool at my back.
I said, "Martha McTeague warned me about you. She said you hurt people, and don't even mean to."
He said, "Down at the project, Blair, we'll be together all the time, no place else to go because that's the place, the work is there. We'll become part of that neighborhood, sink in up to our necks." He kissed me again with more excitement, a tremor in his thighs. "There'll be a chance for a genuine impact down there, Blair, the real thing." I moved till I was astraddle him, thinking, yes, it was going to be like this all the time down there—kisses not separate from talking, and hands on the face, mouth on the mouth, everything at once.
After a while he grunted and shifted his weight. I said, "Is your leg going to sleep?"
He laughed; a dampness had come over him, on his forehead, on his cheeks. He had his glasses off. "No," he said, "my leg's fine, but I think we'd better take a break."
"I don't want a break."
He pushed me back a little. "Just a short break."
I knew what it was, of course, his excitement. I could feel it, and I thought it was exciting too, but I had no idea if it was something that would last thirty seconds or half an hour. I had an instinct, though, that you should use it at once. I said, "Don't take a break for me, because I'm ready to stop being a virgin."
"You don't mean that."
"Yes, I'm tired of always stopping, and I'm tired of being ignorant. School's over; we're going away. I want to do it now."
"Today? Before we go see your parents?"
I hadn't thought about that, but since he'd said it, I realized that I did want to go back to them not a virgin. I said, "I was thinking I didn't have to go home for a couple more days."
He put his glasses back on. "I don't know. It's a big responsibility for me, you know, to be your first."
I kept my face calm, just short of smiling. "You see, I do trust you."
"And I suppose you trust me not to get you pregnant?"
"I figured you kept something around."
He twisted his mouth. "Yes, I always keep at least a gross of prophylactics handy. You seem to have this all figured out."
The clear light, the wind, the relaxation of my body after crying: I was fixed again on the thing I wanted. With growing euphoria I realized that I had never before wanted anything this clearly, this precisely. I wanted to enter my next decade as an adult, with knowledge. Bad enough that I got stuck in anger, in ugly coffee mugs, that I cried every time I turned around. I could even understand why Dave would be uncertain about it. I was asking a big favor.
He said, "It probably won't be a lot of fun for you the first time."
I let my firm purpose shine out of my face. Martha Mc-Teague be damned! Anyone who counseled me to save myself be damned. I wanted to know myself, not save myself.
The bedroom was airy now, white and yellow light coming through the windows. "Can't people see in?" I said. He pulled the drape free of the couch, let it fall over one window and then pulled a bedspread off the floor and hung it over the curtain rod of the other window. The room remained white, but the outlines were softened, and the drape and bedspread moved in the breeze. He pulled back the bedclothes and began doing things at the bureau, taking off things: watch, glasses, belt. Without turning, he said, "Are you changing your mind?"
"Of course not!" Something had changed with the new room, with the broad plane of the bed between us. But not my intention.
"You aren't undressing."
"Yes I am."
He sat on the bed with his pants unzipped while he took off shirt, shoes, and socks.
"You won't forget the birth control?"
"I thought you trusted me."
'Tm just reminding you."
He got up to drop his pants now, wriggled out of his undershorts, and stood squinting at me, apparently comfortable in his nakedness. He was a tan color all over, no fishbelly bathing suit stenciled on him. His body hair almost the same color as his skin. No wonder he's so comfortable, I thought. No shocking pink bull's-eye in the middle of his breasts, no wiry black hair shocking against white thighs. He would never suck in his stomach and posture in front of a mirror trying to imitate, for a brief moment anyhow, a magazine sex model.
He lay down on his side and propped his head in one hand. I looked below his navel for the first time. His penis was curled to one side, taking its ease, a dark pink, the only part of him not tan or golden. The rest of him leonine—a smallish compact lion, with something barbarian about his body, one of those European barbarians who outraged Rome. There was something terribly unfair about Dave, the intellectual who could think and talk so well, having a handsome body, too. Perfect in its appointments, except maybe for the flushed penis, but seeing it that way was no doubt a sign of neurosis on my part. It was probably as beautiful as the rest of him.
He opened his arms to me, and I stripped quickly, left my clothes where they fell. I fell into bed, pulled close to him to hide my whiteness and floppy breasts. I pressed my face into his neck at the collarbone, and was relieved and comforted by the odor of his hair and skin, the solidity of him under my palms, against my breast. I adjusted my position, felt the sliding of flesh against smooth chest hair. I was at that moment as close, skin to skin, as I'd been to any human being since birth, and I felt like crying again, but this time I didn't, because Dave was beginning to do things in a purposeful way. I would have asked if we could just lie this way a while, but I wanted the business attended to; another time I would enjoy the skin.
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