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1

Carol had just turned seven when Harold Schwartz cast his lot with the Vietnam war in September of 1969. Many women, some of Carol’s best friends, would object to starting a story with a father, with the father of an incipient lesbian. But it is where her memory starts, so she wants to be clear about men up front. She is a woman who values clarity, equations, the calculation of risk. Nothing was dramatic in her life before her father died, and afterward the drama was so thick she fled into fractions, decimals, the rough comforts of math.

She became a woman who valued both impulse and the calculation of risk. In that early life, her father was a pair of pants who taught her how to use a compass, who made fun of her when she couldn’t learn to tie her shoes. Their relationship consisted of small humiliations, learning motor skills, and a few gifts: a red Schwinn bike, geography lessons, a box of rock crumbs with labels— feldspar, granite, quartz. Harold was an ordinary Jewish father, almost a 1950s’ prefabrication, a counterbalance in the house, fitted to her mother, Molly, like the flywheel in a pocket watch, part of the machinery that drove expectation. Carol couldn’t know how fragile their timekeeping was. When he put on his uniform the first time, they had lived in Rogers Park, on the north side of Chicago, for two years— their own apartment, after living with Harold’s mom and dad since they got married.

“Dashing,” he said, looking in the full-length mirror of her parents’ bedroom.

“That was World War I. Nothing’s dashing now.” Her mother ground a cigarette out in a beanbag ashtray, sitting on the edge of their double bed.

“What do you think, sweetheart?” he asked Carol.

“Oh leave her out of it, Harold.”

“Doesn’t your daddy look handsome?”

“Will you bring me back a present?” She was sitting on the floor beside the open suitcase, rolling marbles around on the green shag carpet.

“If you tell me I look dashing.”

“Carol, don’t pay any attention to him. He’s going to war, and you don’t get presents from the war.”

Carol squeezed her eyes shut for a minute. She could make a bright light in the dark that way, and the light sucked up the noise. She wasn’t allowed to say bad words, but “war” wasn’t the same as swearing, since everybody talked about it. It was a mean word, though, and her mom and dad fought about it when they thought she was asleep. Grown-ups sounded hard when they used that word, hard as marbles, misshapen cat’s-eyes with muddy centers. Sometimes marbles got chipped and rolled crooked. War was the kind of marble you’d try to palm off on a kid you didn’t like.

“Hey, I’m a lieutenant. I’m sure the commissary will have gifts we can send our kids, Molly.”

“Harold, I’m telling you, drop it.”

Harold bent down and tugged on Carol’s sleeve. “C’mon honey. Open your eyes. Don’t you have a kiss for your dashing dad?”

“Dashing dad,” she said, and kissed him on his clean cheek. He smelled pretty.

“That’s my girl.”

“Honestly,” Molly said, and got another pair of socks out of the drawer, putting them in his suitcase. “You can’t have too many socks in Vietnam.”

“The air force takes care of its guys, Molly. They give us socks.”

“Not thick ones like these.”

“For chrissake, it’s a tropical jungle. Take them out and close that thing. We’ve got to get a move on or we’ll be late.”

“No such thing as late for war,” Molly said, inhaling her words with the next cigarette.

“What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

And then Harold Schwartz left.
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He was a pilot and sent Carol a picture of himself in uniform, autographed at the bottom like a movie star’s photo, “For my brave girl. Love, Dad.” His letter said he was sorry he couldn’t come home for summer, to mind her mother, and be sure to get some extra swimming in for him. He did look handsome, with his deliberate snapshot grin. He had a curl that came down out of his cap. What did she know about the air force? She wished she could fly in an airplane too. All winter, she looked up at the sky, wondering what kept the planes from falling through clouds. Her teacher said it was because they went so fast. If she could go fast enough, could she zoom straight up? But she’d have to run faster than a bus, even, and she knew that was impossible.

“Does Dad fly a plane like that one?” she pointed high with her right hand, clasping Molly’s fingers with her left. Molly made her hold on when they went downtown and she was glad, even though she protested that she wasn’t a baby anymore.

“What? Oh, Carol. No. The planes your father flies are small. That’s a passenger plane— it takes people from city to city very quickly. Almost like a time machine.” The idea of a time machine distracted Carol, and she forgot to ask where her father’s plane went. So many people were zooming around— how come she couldn’t get to him?

[image: ]

When summer came, her front tooth was loose. Her mother sent her away to Brownie camp for a week in July, with her friend Alice from school. She told the other kids that it was great to wear the Brownie uniform, it made them like their dads in the war. She showed them the photo her dad had sent.

Alice, who had long, red pigtails, said, “My dad won’t go to the war. He says we have no business over there.”

“A lot you know. Your dad’s a coward.”

“He is not. Your dad’s a pawn.” Alice pursed her lips and pulled on her hair.

“What’s a pawn?”

“It’s what my dad said.”

“So what. I’m not going to be your swimming partner anymore,” Carol mumbled, trying not to cry. It was hard enough being away from home, and now this. Alice had been so nice just this morning, showing her how to do the frog kick. She liked the way Alice’s braids stuck out of her swimming cap.

“Fine. I don’t care.”

Carol found a new swimming partner, who yakked all the time about her doll collection at home, and how she was learning to sew clothes for them— “itsy bitsy booties!” That sounded boring.

“Want to cannonball off the dock?” Carol asked.

“We’re not allowed,” her partner whined.

“So what?” Alice would have done it with her. Now she had to do it alone. No one was watching them— her counselor, Alice, most of the girls were splashing around in the shallows; some were standing at the shore, shoving their hair into bathing caps, and the older campers were waving and laughing on the raft anchored at the end of the roped-off swimming area. Canoes were tied up alongside the dock, which ended in pretty deep water, beyond where anyone was supposed to swim. But she was a good swimmer, everybody said so. They didn’t say it like a compliment— more as if it was a miracle a chubby kid like her could be good at any sport.

Carol bit her lip and took a deep breath. She kicked off her sandals, dropped her towel, and started to run.

“Hey!” her new partner called.

Zooming must be like this. Is this! The hot wooden boards creaked as she slapped down on them, and her feet prickled, throbbed as she gained speed. Something wide opened in her chest. The edge of the dock was coming up fast— she saw it just in time to jump, suck a breath, and grab her legs. Then the long wild second that stretches and bends time sent her careening through that local slice of sky— boom! Landing almost flat, shoulders, back, calves stung as the water spanked her baby flesh.

She must have yelped. A counselor was yanking her arm, growling, “Young lady! You should know better than that!”— dragging her back to shore. But a bunch of the girls were cheering. Even Alice, she noticed. Her new partner was telling her bunk captain, “I toooold her not to do it.” She had to stay on her cot all afternoon and “think about it.” She thought: worth it, worth it, double worth it with hot fudge. And at dinner, although Alice still avoided her, they did exchange a quick smile.

When Alice’s mom picked them up at the end of the week, she noticed the tension that persisted. “You girls are awfully quiet. Didn’t you have a good time?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Yes ma’am, Mrs. Abrams.”

But when Mrs. Abrams bought them soft freeze ice cream cones, they giggled at each other as the melting goo trickled down their sleeves at the same moment.

“Hey, we can still be friends, can’t we? I’m sorry I called your dad a bad name.” Alice pushed her braid away from her cone.

“I’m sorry too. Want to taste my chocolate?”

“Sure. That was cool, what you did at the lake. I wish I could have done it with you,” Alice said.

“Thanks. Maybe next time,” she grinned.

Alice’s mom smiled at them in the rear view mirror. “Here we are, dear— but I don’t see your mother’s car,” she said when they got to Carol’s house. “Can you get in alright? You’re okay carrying that duffle bag?”

“I’m fine, Mrs. Abrams. There’s a key under the door. And Mom usually parks around the corner, anyway.”

“Well, all right, Carol. Be good. Say hi to your mom for me.” She watched the child struggle the bag up the walk and find the key before driving off.
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“Ma?” Carol let her duffle bag fall on the floor, and a little puff of dust swirled up. It gave her the shivers. She kept calling, but Molly didn’t answer. The sound carried through the apartment like a stone dropped into a well. She knocked her knuckles against the wallpaper— a pattern of bumblebees and flowers that she didn’t like, especially at night when it sometimes seemed like the bees could fly off the paper and sting her. She heard a noise in the back yard.

It wasn’t much of a yard— a slab of concrete with a few chairs, and rows of flowers along the sides that they shared with their upstairs neighbors. Her mother was starting a fire in the trash can with what looked like an American flag. It was an American flag. Carol had heard that only nasty people and hippies burned flags, but it was her mother, standing there in the humid afternoon, trying to get the flag to ignite, burning her fingers in a stray summer wind off Lake Michigan.

“Mom, what are you doing?”

“Your mother has become a war protester,” she said, in a voice that sounded like it was on TV, formal and not quite real. Carol thought it was strange to protest the war with no one else around— she’d seen the protests on TV, and she had fought with Alice about it for the last three days, but she didn’t know what they were fighting about.

“Why?”

“Your father—” she looked up behind her head and Carol turned, expecting to see him. “Your father is dead, and they gave me this fucking flag.”

“Who?”

“Some soldiers came an hour ago.” Molly turned back to the can and prodded the ashy cloth with a stick. “You think a flag is better than a man, even a nebbishy man like your father? You got another think coming.”

Carol liked that expression, another think coming. She liked to imagine the air thick with thinks, flying in every direction. Big thinks and little thinks that could be caught like Frisbees, and thrown back. What could she think now?

“Mom?”

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.” Molly came over and squeezed Carol so hard she started to cough. It was the last time she saw Molly cry.
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Carol lay on her belly, crayons fanned out along the right side of the picture she was drawing. Molly, coming in from the kitchen, squinted at it— flames and stick people throwing their arms up in the air, the gray wing of an airplane that Carol was bearing down on, over and over.

“I haven’t had time to go shopping,” Molly said, “hot dogs and lima beans okay for dinner, kiddo?”

“Uhuh.” She didn’t look up.

Molly perched on the sofa arm and lit a cigarette. She was partial to Kools, for the menthol, but kept a package of Benson & Hedges in her office drawer, which she thought might help impress her in-law’s real estate clients. Silly, wanting to support them with status symbols. She should throw them out. It sickened her, to see Harold’s parents every day, but they were flexible about childcare— the least they could do for their own damn granddaughter. She took a deep drag and let the smoke stream out of her nose.

“Your father could have had ten deferments, you know.”

“What’s a deferment?” Carol looked up for a moment before switching to the orange crayon and drawing in a new row of flames.

“It’s when the Army decides you can stay home because you have a good reason— like you have flat feet or you’re in school or you have a family.”

Her hand paused in the air. “Did Daddy have flat feet?”

“No, honey,” Molly smiled. “He had beautiful arches, actually.”

“Didn’t he tell them about us?”

“Of course he did— that’s how they knew to bring me that flag. But he said he didn’t want to use us as an excuse when so many others were being forced to go.”

“Oh.” Carol sat up and looked at the bottom of her feet. Then she flopped back on her stomach and stared at the drawing. “But Mom, aren’t we as important as the war?”

Molly ground her cigarette out and kneeled down next to Carol. She ran her fingers through her daughter’s fine hair. Carol didn’t look up. “It’s complicated, kiddo. I think he got caught up in wanting to prove that Jews could be fighters.”

Carol cocked her head to the side. “Huh? Why? That’s silly. Benjy Green is Jewish, and he’s the biggest fighter in my school.”

“He is, is he? And do you fight him?”

“Moooommm.”

“Okay, I was only asking.”

“So why would Dad have to prove he could?”

Molly closed her eyes for a second, considering. “Oh, a couple wars back— you must have heard your grandparents talking about this— a lot of people said bad things about the Jews and wanted to get rid of them.”

“Get rid of us?”

“Not us, honey. That happened in Europe, before you were born.”

“I’m never going to Europe, then.”

Molly laughed and picked up a crayon. “We’ll talk about that when you’re seventeen. Can I color too?”

“Well— over there— you can draw a river.”

“Okay.” They drew in silence until Molly sighed, “Your father was a schlemiel.”

“Yeah,” she bit her lip. “Yeah, my dad was a schlemiel.”
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“Schlemiel” was nearly all her mother ever said afterward if Carol asked about her father. She went through a period of thinking schlemiel was his first name. Lieutenant Schlemiel Schwartz, killed while bombing a Vietnamese village on the Mekong Delta, not even enough left of him to send home in a box.

Oh Dad, she said to the dark. Come home, open the door, say it was a mistake, just because you’re missing in action doesn’t mean you’re gone— maybe you gave your dog tags to another soldier, you fell into the ocean like Icarus in mythology, but then you were swallowed as if you were Jonah into the belly of the whale, who threw you up on a beach in Canada, and you had to hitchhike all the way back to us on West Leland Ave. Right? You promised you’d bring me a present— I don’t care if it’s a carving you made on the ribs of the whale while you were in its belly, or necklaces of fishbone and ocean stones. You promised.

She was eight, nine, ten, eleven and thought if she stopped believing he was alive even for a second, that he would drown then, in that instant. As long as she believed he was coming back, he might, he would. Every time Molly made them move, she stomped around the house. “But how will Dad find us?”

“Carol, your father, the schlemiel, died. They sent me his dog tags. Do I have to show them to you again?”

“But what about the body?”

“It was burned up. Planes burn when they crash. I know you want your father, honey. I miss my own father too. I know what it’s like.”

She didn’t see how that could possibly be true. Molly’s father had died a couple years before Harold went to Vietnam, but they made her stay home with a babysitter because they said she was too young for funerals. Everyone knows what happens at a funeral, though. She knew when she was six, and she knew now. A body in a box goes into the ground. A real body, into a cemetery you can visit. She kicked at the baseboard.

“Cut that out, Carol. You got over the tooth fairy, you’ll get over this.”

“But Mom, maybe it wasn’t really him if the body was burned. How will he find us if we keep moving around?”

Molly gave in, trying to comfort the best she could. “We’re in the phone book,” she said.


2

Five years out of UC Berkeley, Carol found July the slowest time for her tutoring business. No one wanted to study and no parent wanted to suffer their child’s humid academic anguish— the middle class ones especially, the ones who could afford to pay. They cleaved to the romance that summers were what made a childhood. Who was Carol to convince them otherwise? Besides, she had discovered the summer race horse circuit at the county fairs, which combined almost everything she loved: figuring the odds, taking a chance, strolling through rabbit, pig, and llama 4-H barns while eating funnel cakes and sausage sandwiches. Fried onion grease dripping onto the racing form— that was her current vision of paradise, though she was fastidious in keeping her hands clean. Turned out advanced calculus gave Carol the concentration of a halfway decent handicapper, clearing at least fifty bucks most afternoons she went.

Yearning for the fairground barn where quilts hung and asparagus lined up perfectly, spear to spear, she sighed, listening to Molly on the phone. Carol had told her mother that she kept busy volunteering at the Women’s Building in San Francisco, picturing Molly’s bookshelf bulging with new titles at the end of the ’70s— Sisterhood is Powerful, Monster, The Erotic As Power, Emma Goldman’s life. Most of the time she enjoyed their weekend calls, but today Molly was on her case. “I put you through UC Berkeley so you can be a goddamn math tutor?”

“Mom, you might remember I put myself through.” Carol was sitting by the window of her second floor walk up, which had a great view of 40th St. in Oakland. Not much happened out her window besides traffic, the occasional ambulance going to or from the hospital eight blocks away. She was studying that afternoon’s racing program for the Alameda County Fair. She hoped no one could see her sweating there in her lace bra with the little pink bows.

“Well, you put me through the wringer.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, Mom?”

“Just an expression— you’re a good child, I’ve always said. But listen, kiddo, I don’t care that you got religion—”

“I do not have religion.”

“Yeah? That lesbian thing, that’s religion.”

“What does sex have to do with religion, mom?” Heaven’s Heartbeat, an 8-1 longshot in the third race, probably because of that woman jockey riding. Maybe. She circled it.

“Aha! I can see college was wasted on you, but I thought you learned something from my old feminist books. Didn’t you have to take anthropology or something?” Molly stopped for a fit of coughing.

“Mom— weren’t you giving up smoking?” Carol put her pencil down.

“Don’t distract me. Where was I? Whirling dervishes, virgin oracles, Abraham sending Hagar out into the desert because Sarah got jealous after she conceived at— what was that, ninety? That’s all sexual politics.”

“I guess.” Some cat gave the kind of desperate wail it might make if it was being run over. Carol looked out the window, covering her breasts with her arm, but couldn’t see anything unusual. She used an old dish towel to dab at the dampness in her pits and threw it against the wall. “I am following you now, though. Your thesis is that all religion is based on sexual power dynamics.”

“Thesis my ass. This is my whole point. You spent five years in college so you can throw around words like ‘thesis,’ but you don’t make any more money an hour than I do as a godforsaken real estate secretary— probably less. Now why is that?”

“Because there’s a glut of college grads with B.S.s in the Bay Area?”

“Because your ambition got waylaid in the bedroom.”

“Mom, don’t go there.” Carol ran her finger down the list of names for the fifth race. The names had to resonate first, but she always backed them up with stats. Green Moon, Vera’s Dandy, Midwest Mama— oh, absolutely, even if it was a favorite.

“I’m not criticizing your lifestyle, sweetie. But what about graduate school? You have so much talent. You remember that spectroscope?”

The image of her 10th grade science-project spectroscope slammed into Carol’s head. She stared at the wall, her eyes unfocused. That was the year Molly started going to a consciousness-raising group. She explained about feminism, about becoming aware. Molly said it was all in order to wake up, and Carol had formed the image of a hundred mothers— maybe all the mothers of her high school— looking down at piles of folded laundry and screaming in unison.

But how did they get that capacity to scream, to realize they were repeating the same meaningless motions every week? What was consciousness itself? For real answers about the mind, not complaints about laundry or even women’s wages (which were, she granted, relevant), you needed science. So she conceived a science project to find out where human consciousness resided by tracing the pictures of human and animal brains on tissue paper. Layering them, she would be able to pinpoint the spot, the fold, the structure that differentiated her species from the others, that created conscience. Conscience— or morality— that thing that makes us know something is right or wrong, that makes us self-aware— Carol had been determined to find its source. All the great rivers of the world had been mapped, but not the mind. Carol doodled a picture of the medal she was going to get from the Society of Explorers of the Wild Conscience. Is there a difference between self-awareness and having a conscience? Maybe that too would show up in some secret drawer of the brain.

Molly had found her hunched over stacks of tracing paper, and when she pieced together what her daughter was up to, sighed, “If you were a couple years older, I’d buy you a drink. What you want to find out, you can’t see in drawings. Trust me. What makes us different from animals— if we really are different— and you know there’s some debate about that, don’t you?” Carol nodded assent “— may not be in the brain at all. It might be some mixture of chemicals. Something that no scientist will ever be able to prove, even with cross sections and electron microscopes, which you ain’t got here, cookie. What else are you interested in?”

Carol looked down at her collection of papers and blew her nose. Molly waited. Finally Carol decided to agree that what she was looking for was impossible to find, at least with the tools at her disposal. “Spectroscopes,” she said.

“What are those?”

“A kind of telescope that measures what a star is made of by capturing a picture of the— the spectrum it emits.”

“Nothing easy like a robot? A telephone? A volcano?”

“Mom, those are for kids.”

Molly laughed. “Tell it to Alexander Graham Bell. OK. Spectroscope it is. You better get busy at the library tomorrow. You don’t have to build a real working model of one, do you?”

While Carol was relieved that her mother had rescued her from the maze of brain diagrams, she got a B- on the spectroscope, which mortified her, although she could rationalize that it was on account of starting so late. Science projects are graded on results, not intentions. Even at the fringe of the universe, stars send out signals about what they’re made of, delicate strands of light parting the dark sky of time, capable of being parsed, passed through series of prisms and studied. Easier to catalog the emissions of stars than to find the place in your own body where your spirit lives, where the paw prints of your ancestors are tucked.
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“Carol? Are you still there?” Molly sounded worried.

“Yeah, mom, I was remembering the spectroscope.” The image of the Crab Nebulae, which had formed in front of Carol’s face, dissolved. “But the heyday of great women astronomers is over.”

“Hey, who do you think you’re talking to? There never was a heyday for women in the sciences. So what? When did you ever let that stop you?”

“Mom, I don’t feel stopped, just because I’m not going in the direction you want me to. Let up, OK?”

“Just promise me you’ll consider going to graduate school.”

“I promise.”
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Maybe her mother was right— she should do something big, molecular science, for instance— win a Nobel Prize. Definitely the Nobel or nothing. She shook her head until the idea rattled and dropped out of sight. It wasn’t that she didn’t aspire, but that she couldn’t hold on to the idea of slow and steady wins the race. Her undergrad study buddies, now laboring to unearth original PhD ideas, bored her stiff, sucking up to their graduate mentors, attaching their lives to string theory. How many strings can we manage to get tangled in? She was waiting for the severing flash of inspiration, the idea, the hunch, that would kick her into the mouth of a life that would lick her clean.

The white enameled kitchen table she’d scored at the Ashby flea market a couple years ago had stacks of papers— racing forms, puzzle books, local news, Science Digest. Carol pushed the racing form aside— too damn hot out in Pleasanton today, anyway— then idly thumbed through a copy of the Express, the East Bay’s weekly alternative paper. A notice that the Berkeley Rep was looking for ushers for The Normal Heart, a play about the AIDS epidemic, winked at her.

At Cal, she’d had one gay friend. The third week of school, a guy in a black cape walked by the bench where she was studying calculus derivatives. He was tall, dark, Jewish, as handsome a man as Carol had ever seen.

“Want to come look at my etchings?” she called to him. He stopped, stared at her, and laughed. Phillip and she became show tune friends, lying around eating potato chips, lamenting about their various unsuccessful liaisons, and indulging in the lyrics of Guys and Dolls and Funny Girl— albums their mothers had vacuumed to. She hadn’t seen Phillip in what? Three years? Toward the end of their regular visits, she’d become bored with his sighing about his inability to feel love, to feel loved. “I don’t know about gay men,” he’d say, with a flourish. “All we seem to want are the senses, not the sensibilities.”

If he, a liberal arts phi beta kappa dancer, couldn’t sound out the depth of gay men, who could? “Perhaps we’re different species after all, men and women,” she suggested, more tentatively than she felt.

“Oh, perhaps!” He slapped the back of his palm against his forehead, and succeeded in proving her point, although he did make her laugh. The last she heard of him, he’d run off to Seattle with a former member of the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater. But he crossed her mind occasionally, and she worried for him. Worry hung around the gay community, a starving mutt growing sleek and fierce on the takeout gay men were too sick to eat. She avoided it as best she could, and not just because she didn’t see herself as the nursing type. Some women appeared delighted to devote their energy to the epidemic, as if they had been bench-warmers finally called into the game; and some just had very sick friends whose illness compelled them to act. She respected that. But some of the older women she went to meetings with were still mad at the guys for having shut them out in the early days of gay liberation, making them run errands, brew coffee, and stuff envelopes. They complained that now, when the party was over, the guys came back to women to take care of them.

Carol wasn’t angry. She just didn’t see the point of spending so much time with men— wasn’t the whole idea of being lesbians, and gay men for that matter, that you wanted to be with your own gender? That you craved their smells, shapes, forms of laughter, the particular bravado, the tenderness that echoed your own? Except for Philip, who had seemed like family, a spoiled younger cousin, she’d never felt compelled to socialize with gay men. But this play might help her find a pulse that she realized she’d lost track of— maybe even some compassion, though she was jealous of her compassion, knowing that it was in limited supply.

Her astrologically inclined friends had warned her that big changes were coming with her 28th birthday this summer, when Saturn returned to the position it was in, more or less, when she was born. When she scoffed, Tourmaline said, “you think you’re too big to be touched by the stars?”

“Too small for them to notice me,” Carol replied.

“But I know you believe in small actions making change, the ripples of a stone in a pond, the butterfly effect.”

“The butterfly effect is overrated.” Carol patted Tourmaline’s hand.

“Don’t condescend to me. You’ll see,” Tourmaline said.

Maybe change was coming, maybe you could kick change in the butt and help it along. Carol decided, what the hell, she’d check out The Normal Heart, and went for the ushers’ “orientation.” She liked theaters— the inside dark of them when the audience wasn’t there, when a world was nailed in place in six days and even the stage hands sounded like drama queens. Bad pun, she thought, glad the other usher wannabes couldn’t hear her thoughts.
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The WASPy woman in charge of volunteers was showing them the way the seats were numbered, while trying to keep them away from the stage, where another pale woman— the director maybe— was muttering and sighing and flinging her hands around. A white man on the stage yelled over to a brown butch in overalls to get a move on, and the butch went into slow motion, walking as if she waded in jello, while carrying a two by four. Someone Carol hadn’t noticed before, sitting in the front row, laughed.

“Don’t get distracted,” the usher coordinator said, “and that’s good advice for the night of the play. Students, especially, will try to distract you so they can move up front. We don’t really want you to play cop out here, but try to be firm, and if there’s a problem, go to Peter by the concession stand. Any questions?”

Carol got out her chapstick and coated her lips, shaking her head no, listening for that laugh again. It was like the first time she heard a rain stick— rough, pebbly, unexpected, a burst of sound that beats against the boundaries of what you think a laugh should be, and then trickles around your ears, warm, reminding you of something you lost that you can’t put a finger on. The butch in overalls hoisted the two by four onto a platform and moved to the stage’s apron, leaning over to talk to the laugher.

“. . . my damn set design . . .” was all Carol could make out. Then the butch turned to the man who’d shouted at her and started pointing at things. A faint chuckle rose from the laugher’s seat. The coordinator was finishing up her tour, telling them how lucky they were to see the process behind the magic that’s the Rep. Carol asked where the bathroom was. Annoyed, the coordinator pointed out a door and said, “Down that hallway. Don’t get lost in there.”

That was, of course, her intent. Making sure no one was watching, Carol scouted out the stage doors, and found some very interesting curtains to inspect. She heard the coordinator go into the women’s room, call out, “Still in here?”, and then mumble, “must have left.” The footsteps retreated. Carol knew better than to enter the theater through the stage— that would have been awkward, a dizzy blond act out of a Marx Brothers’ movie. After waiting another ten minutes, listening to the stage hammering and shuffling, she went back into the orchestra section through a side door. The laugher’s hair was visible— almost a crew cut, dark brown in the softened light. She made her way toward the front quietly. Suppose it was a guy, maybe even Larry Kramer, supervising every detail of his play’s production. What would she say? “Gee, Mr. Kramer, I’d just like to get your autograph?” Not that she’d know Larry Kramer from Ronald Reagan, but still, it would be uncomfortable.

From the side, the profile was definitely a woman’s. She was a white butch, probably a couple years older than Carol, wearing a muscle-T that showed she worked out. She had a stack of papers on her lap she was leafing through— her buddy on the stage was occupied now, looking at bands of paint on plywood— so she didn’t hear Carol coming up. Maybe she was the stage manager, or the accountant, making sure they didn’t go over their quota of nails.

“They should sell tickets to hear you laugh,” Carol whispered.

Startled, the woman swiveled. Nice eyes, Carol thought, sea-washed bottle green.

“What?”

She sat down, one seat separating them, the one full of papers. “I’d buy a ticket to hear you laugh,” Carol said. “Are you in the show?”

The woman narrowed her eyes, inspecting Carol curiously. “Not me. Nash— the assistant stage designer over there—” she gestured to the butch in overalls, a thin Latina “— is my buddy. Where’d you come from?”

Carol had an impulse to say something hokey, like— from your dreams— but thought better of it. “I’m an usher volunteer— I skipped out on orientation because I heard you laugh.”

The woman laughed again, low and gratifying. Sometimes the second taste is better than the first. “Z.D.,” she said, holding out her hand to shake. That’s what butches do first, shake. Even butches who’ve been friends for ten years, when they see each other, they extend a hand. Femmes hug. But it was too early for hugging, so Carol took her hand and gave it a strong squeeze.

“Carol Schwartz.”

Z.D. looked up at Nash on the stage, down at her papers, then back at Carol’s lap, taking in her thin lavender skirt. She was thinking about it. Carol saw the thoughts move back and forth as Z.D. flexed her jaw muscles. She rubbed that little space people have under their noses— crossword puzzlers probably know what it’s called, but Carol had forgotten. “Well, Carol Schwartz, would you like to get some—” she looked at her watch, a basic black-banded chronometer type “— lunch? It’s lunchtime in Berkeley, I think.”

“That sounds fine,” Carol flashed her a wide-eyed, close-mouthed smile.

“You know, I’m not in the habit of picking up women in the Rep,” Z.D. said, straightening her papers into a neat stack.

“I hate to correct you so soon, Z.D., but I believe I’m the one picking.”

She pursed her lips and grinned. “Hey, Nash, come on over here a minute.”

Nash obliged— the other people on the stage gave them all a momentary glance, and went back to their chores. “Carol, this is my best friend Nash. Nash, Carol Schwartz, one of your new usher groupies. We’re gonna go grab some lunch, OK?”

Nash made a quick survey of the situation, her right hand going into her pocket, fingering her change. “Sure,” she said, “I’m here the rest of the day— probably until late tonight, by the look of things. Catch you later. I’ll page you if there’s any action.” She winked, but Carol couldn’t tell whether it was at her or Z.D.

“What kind of action does she mean?”

“Nothing important. So what do you want— burritos? hamburgers? Indian? I think there’s an Indian place a couple blocks from here. You’re not a vegetarian, are you?” Her voice took on a quick, wary edge.

“Not since I was in college, don’t worry. Indian sounds good— I’d like something intricate,” Carol said.

“Intricate,” Z.D. repeated, as if she’d never heard the word before. “Intricate. This is going to be interesting.”

“Yes, it is,” Carol agreed.
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First the rainstick laugh, then the smell of her, copper and dope, a fir-tree green, not pine, but the scent of greenness coming up through a snow bank, a promise. Z.D. was the kind of butch who checked her look quick and shy in the mirror, not knowing that it was the checking itself that brought out tenderness in women who might catch her in the act. She had a blue vein that pulsed in her left eyelid, and Carol thought that was sexy— attractive, a vulnerable spot, a place she’d like to kiss. They were scooping up their order of saag paneer with nan, which was one of Carol’s all-time favorite breads. A confluence of sensualities was washing through her; she hoped through both of them.

“I like that vein,” she said.

Z.D. looked into the serving dish, frowning. “The vein of spinach?”

“Well, yes, but that’s not what I meant. I mean, on your eyelid.”

Her hand went up to her forehead self-consciously. “I always thought that looked kind of odd, you know, too intense.”

“I like intense.”

“Do you always come on this strong to strangers, Carol Schwartz?”

“Not often, and I’ll back off. It’s just that I am finding myself unusually compelled. I don’t go around picking up women, by the way. I tend to be the studious type.”

“Yeah, sure. I bet you’re the kind of woman everyone talks to, who gets strangers to spill their life stories in airplanes.”

Good guess, Carol thought, but didn’t let on. “Want to tell me yours?”

Z.D. cleared her throat, drank almost a full glass of water. “Okay, I walked into that one. It’s not that interesting.”

“Maybe not to Dan Rather, but believe me, I’m interested.” Carol ran her tongue over her teeth, hoping that none of the spinach was stuck.

Z.D. wasn’t looking at her, though. “Well,” she said, sounding like someone at a job interview, “I come from Portland, I’m the second of five kids— the only girl— and I manage a discount paper outlet in downtown Oakland.”

“That’s impressive.”

“Only because you’ve never been there. It’s boring unless you really like paper— but I’ve been working for this company since I was in high school, so it’s a living. Since I’m the manager, I have a lot of flexibility and I like that.”

“Who wouldn’t?”

“You’d be surprised. Lots of people want their schedules to fit them like— I don’t know, like girdles.” Z.D. snorted with pleasure at the image, relaxing visibly.

“You ever wear a girdle?” The idea of butches being tortured by their clothes was a mixed image for Carol— she had sympathy, of course, but also— what was that? A fantasy, she realized, of making a butch squirm, and then soothing that bruised ego.

“For a year when I was in Catholic school, it was supposed to be mandatory. I think the nuns just wanted an excuse to pat us down.”

Catholic. Carol had been friends with some Catholic women, but never lovers. Ex-Catholic, Z.D. would probably protest, which is what Catholics say when they mean they don’t agree with the doctrines they were brought up with. Who does? Not many lesbians. Carol liked what non-religious Jews said, secular. You never heard Catholics say they were secular Catholics, just ex-. As if you could change your childhood like a pair of earrings. But she didn’t say any of that to Z.D. “Catholic school, huh?”

“Don’t get me started.”

“Actually, it’s my intention to get you started.”

Z.D. cleared her throat again. “So tell me about you.”

“Chicago Jew, raised by a single mom—” she decided to leave out the part about Harold and Vietnam for the moment, although she was aware of swallowing hard, and a shift in Z.D.’s cheek muscles that meant she must have noticed “— came out in high school— well, it takes a while to come out, doesn’t it? But I had my first lover in high school, a basketball player who broke my heart.”

“First lovers always do.” Z.D. stared into her plate, picking a strand of flesh off the bone of her Tandoori chicken.

“Well, she got a scholarship to University of Colorado.” Carol paused and Z.D.’s smile locked onto her again.

“You didn’t know she was going there?”

“Not a clue. I thought we were applying to all the same colleges so we could stay together. She never told me about Colorado. So I came to Cal, finally graduated, and was shocked to find out there weren’t any job openings for lesbian mathematicians.” Carol became aware that her head was bobbling from side to side, in a gesture that reminded her unpleasantly of her bubbe, her father’s mother. She straightened in her chair. “Now I tutor middle and high school kids— it’s an okay living. I work with LABIA sometimes, but I’m not much of an organization freak.”

“What’s LABIA?”

“Lesbian Amazon Brigade in Action. Cute, huh? Middle-class dykes raise money and working-class dykes figure out who to give it to— we have dances and garage sales.”

“Oh, I went to one of those dances. I remember now. It was all right.” A brief fog came and went on her face. “Are you a raiser or a giver?”

“Good question. I raise, but I think technically the daughter of a single-mom secretary is working class.”

“Depends.”

“Yup, I agree. Depends.” Carol looked at Z.D. Tell her now? Oh, hell, why not. She had to endure Z.D.’s sympathy sometime, and it would be easier now, when she was a stranger, then later, when it might be read as manipulation. Cordelia, two lovers ago, often made that accusation. Might have been right, too, three times out of seventeen. “My dad was killed in Vietnam—”

“Oh. That’s hard.”

“Yeah, but I’m kind of used to it by now. I was eight. Let’s save that for another time.” Carol shoved the sensation that she was lying behind a neuron curtain somewhere in the lower right hemisphere of her brain.

They looked down at their food and picked at it for a while. Death is a sure-fire conversation stopper. Z.D. stroked her upper lip again. “Well, besides death, class is what no one likes to talk about.”

“No kidding. It’s a lot easier to talk about sex, and actually, I find lesbians don’t do such a good job of that either.”

“That’s because it’s easier to do than talk about.”

“Sometimes talking can be a lot of the doing.”

“Like now?” Z.D. was watching Carol chew the last of the green bean curry.

Being watched made Carol nervous, but she tried not to let on. Unexpectedly, Z.D. reached across the table and stroked the side of her cheek, moving down her jawline with her knuckles. The fuzz on Carol’s face picked up static electricity and gave her a shiver. “Like now.” Carol swallowed hard.

“If you, uh, aren’t busy this afternoon, we could go for a ride and, well, keep talking,” Z.D. said.

“It’s slow in tutoring over the summer, but it depends on what kind of ride you’ve got.”

“Yeah, maybe working class. Middle class girls never ask that. I got a ’84 Mustang ragtop— 20th anniversary special edition.”

“Oh, you like your car. Sounds nice.”

“Nice is just the beginning of it. I’ve only ever had Mustangs. You could say I’m kind of a fanatic. Well, fanatic’s too big a word for it— but I am into it. You?”

“Now I’m embarrassed to say I drive a ten-year old Corolla.”

“That’s OK. It’s a safe, reliable car.”

“You were going to say ‘girl’s car,’ weren’t you?”

Z.D. put her hands up. “Guilty. But you gotta give me points for knowing better than to say it.”

“If you give me points for not saying that American cars are pieces of crap.”

“Not my ’Stang. I take good care of it.”

“I bet you do. Let’s take a look.”

[image: ]

Z.D. put the top down and they settled back in the red bucket seats. “Any preference for direction?”

“Not inland. It’s too hot. You sure you don’t have anyone waiting at home for you?”

“Nope— I broke up with my last girlfriend, Gloria, in March. If this is a date, it’s my first one since then. You?”

“I’ll say ‘date’ if you will. And no, no one’s waiting for me.” Carol didn’t want to give out too much information all at once— that can spoil the pungency, she thought, tasting the curry spice behind her teeth. Besides, she was impressed by the Mustang— she’d never ridden in a convertible before. Z.D. popped a cassette of Anne Murray’s hits in. Country, she smiled, just a good ol’ girl looking smooth behind the wheel. Z.D. maneuvered past the Safeway lots and refineries of Richmond, heading north over the San Rafael bridge. Before Carol could get the toll out of her purse, Z.D. pulled a couple Susan B. Anthony dollars from a tray and passed them over.

“I thought they stopped making those.”

“They did, but I’ve got a stash.”

“Are you a fan of Susan B.?” It’s hard talking in a convertible at highway speed, and especially when you’re going over a long bridge.

“Don’t know that much about her,” Z.D. shouted, “but I like dollar coins. We’ll be off the freeway in five minutes— look over there.”

Too easy to take this Bay for granted, Carol realized. Everyone forgets how wild, how sensational, how lucky we are to have escaped wherever we came from and landed here, where creation flashes its naked, hungry teeth at the sea, where the ocean and the land dare each other to be brave and leap, piling up together in a tangle of boulders and foam. Now she was cannonballing, a kid taking a leap off the dock, not knowing where the landing was— and not caring. No dogs or cats at home, no friend waiting for a call, no old lovers making dates. She was free
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