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CHAPTER EIGHT 

I was the only member of the gang who had heard my neighbor through the wall, the only one who had ever seen her. For my friends, Lucy Brite was not a human being so much as pages of gibberish transcribed into my notebook over a period of several months, very little of which had any grounding in known facts. Lindy, Ted, Ted Jr., and the hopeless doctors were creatures of Lucy’s monologues, which then reappeared in her telephone conversations with the mysterious Patty. I had definitely seen and heard Lucy on the sidewalk with the pale young man. I knew for certain that Patty and at least two other women had been in Lucy’s apartment, and while they were there had been up to something that involved drums, a little man, whirlwinds, mother whales, a knife, and a rope. 

Each of my friends concocted a possible narrative to explain what was happening to my next-door neighbor. The data were the same; the imaginations were different. Callous as it sounds, the how-to-tellthe-Lucy-story turned into a game we played for our amusement. Although I felt guilty about tossing Lucy around as if she were a tennis ball, I found relief in the various theories that were batted back and forth because I didn’t want to live with the mystery alone. I needed my friends to lift me up and out of the violence that lurked in the fragmentary tale still unfolding in 2C. 

In memory, I often see us around the table in Whitney’s loft late in the evening. A stubby candle has burned to liquid in a saucer, wax brimming around its nearly drowned wick, and when I raise my eyes, I see its unstable light refracted in the curve of a wineglass and watch the cigarette smoke drift above our heads. I would like to be able to listen in on us now, to hear our voices, my own among them. I wonder if the high-flown discussions that delighted me at twenty-four wouldn’t sound less than rigorous now. The truth is I am not remembering one dinner but several that have collapsed in memory: 1979, 1980, 1981, and 1982 have mingled in my mind because one dinner after another took place in the same room. 

I can’t accurately conjure the faces of my friends any more than I can reproduce our conversations, although I can broadly describe each person’s features. Language hardens visual memory and, after the image has disintegrated, the words survive. But the picture of the five of us is less important to me than the feeling of us, an air of satisfaction that did not belong to one person but was created among us. We were pleased with ourselves, you see, and that self-satisfaction was derived from just the right amount of self-consciousness—not so much that it stiffened our words and gestures, but not so little that we weren’t aware of ourselves as a rumpled, Romantic, lively collection of young artists and intellectuals either. 

When we were together, what we had not yet done but surely would do had the power of an enchantment. We were raw youths, and we had swallowed the future whole, which is to say that what we were depended on what we imagined we would become and because we impressed one another, we were illuminated by our mutual admiration. Although human beings are forever projecting themselves into tomorrow, time takes the shape of a funnel as we age. The opening in the distance grows smaller; the passageway narrows. The possible becomes the probable. These days, I clutch the immediate. I am writing toward death. 

The only way I am able to enter Whitney’s old loft now is as a ghost of myself. I can imagine us around the table, but I cannot relive the particular form of contentment we felt because it was founded on expectations that have since vanished. In the notebook, I use “the gang of five” interchangeably with another, more affectionate phrase. 

April 15, 1979 

I don’t use the expression with them. It lacks irony and reeks of nineteenth-century sentimentality. To be perfectly honest, it smells to high heaven of Dickens himself, but with you, Page, I am entirely free to call them the “Dear Ones.” I had dinner with the Dear Ones last night. Everyone has a different position on the Lucy story. I wonder what she would think if she knew that there were five armchair detectives working on her case. S.H. 

I gave no further particulars about the dinner. 

As I meditate on the many meals merged into one meal, I see Jacob Ackermann lean back in his chair, the sleeves of a sweater pushed up above his elbows, a Gitane between his fingers. Jacob is our physicist at Princeton, twenty-eight years old, blond with a reddish complexion, born and raised in Paris, a Jew with roots in Palestine, often dressed in narrow white jeans and sneakers. Whitney met Jacob at the Castelli Gallery on West Broadway, where they had discussed Jasper Johns with mutual affection. He drove an old blue-and-white convertible of an American make I wish I could remember. Not one of us understood what Jacob actually did at Princeton, but we loved the idea that he was working to extract tiny secrets from our greater universe. It was Jacob who first used the word quark in my presence. He de

scribed the fermion particles as “smeary,” and he told me the story of Murray Gell-Mann, who had predicted their existence and had named them after a line in Finnegans Wake. Jacob also mentioned up, down, top, bottom, charm, and strange quarks. The language made me think less of Joyce and more of Lewis Carroll, and in that moment physics itself seemed to exist on the other side of the looking glass. Four years later, Jacob would introduce me to another physicist, Walter Feld, by saying,“He’s left string,” a mystifying comment that would be clarified soon after by Walter himself, but in 1979, “Walter Feld” wasn’t even a name to me, and its referent occupied no time or space in my world. 

At one of those dinners downtown, Jacob informed me that in theoretical physics one had to break through by thirty, do something big or you were pushed to the sidelines. Jacob had published an important paper, but he led me to believe it had to be followed by something better, and I understood that like dancers’ bodies, physicists’ minds were not allowed to grow old, and this thought made me wonder why certain kinds of thoughts appeared to thrive in young brains while others needed years of tending to mature. 

It took me a while to understand that for Jacob much depended on hitting just the right chord in conversation, one that mingled sincerity and cynicism, compliment and joke. I also discovered that along with many of his compatriots, Jacob regarded flirtation as an art. In France the well-turned sentence is sometimes preferable to the acrobatic contortions of the flesh. Bantering with Jacob reminded me that I had traveled far from the Midwest, a feeling of distance I liked. I vividly recall that Jacob once said to me in a voice of measured sadness,“Why do you wear those pants?” and I looked down at the khaki trousers I had always liked to discover that they suddenly disappointed me. 

It’s not surprising that Jacob’s position on the Lucy story mixed jocularity with reason. Lucy, he argued, was delusional, insane. He declared that the two Teds, Lindy, the crippled gardener, Sam Haynes, and the magic children were all figments of a psychosis. Hadn’t she alluded continually to “the hospital” and “the doctors”? Jacob argued that she had been on the telephone with her indulgent psychiatrist, Patrick Somebody. When I challenged him to revise his theory to account for the “It’s over” revelation on the sidewalk and the moaning women next door, he grinned and said delusions had been known to be contagious and cited as an example the dozen or so people who insisted they had witnessed a statue of the Virgin in some Italian town square shed three tears of blood. (It strikes me now that this must have made me think of Frieda Frail and my troubles figuring out what to do with her, but I really don’t remember.) I reacted indignantly. I had seen the pale young man outside the building and had been listening to Lucy for months. I was not hallucinating. Then he patted my shoulder and said, “I know you’re not insane, Minnesota, but are you or are you not a romancière?” 

Even then, it wasn’t clear that Jacob believed his Lucy-is-psychotic proposition. He enjoyed provocation for its own sake, had been a Maoist for a brief period a few years earlier (a fact that appalled me, but which he seemed to think had its dashing qualities), and despite his agility in the realm of theoretical physics, his psychological insight was not astute. Romancière, the feminine of romancier, is inevitably touched by the condescension the French have shown toward writers with the wrong genitalia for centuries, and that is why this sentence that began with the fact that I was not crazy and ended with the feminized noun for “novelist” has never left me. 

I loved to play with Jacob, enjoyed the speedy back-and-forth of our talk, although I couldn’t match his manner. We are still friends. This apparently innocuous comment hurt me because in it I recognized a familiar, patronizing music. Jacob did not and does not make a habit of looking down on me from on high, but at that instant his voice blurred with other voices I had heard over the years of my then still short life. If that particular tonality had played in my presence only once or if it had belonged to a single person, I am certain it would have vanished from my memory, but those demeaning notes have over the course of the years become a nauseating refrain. 

And listen to me closely: In hexed repetition, time loses its direction. It springs backward and forward, bounces up and down. It floats to the top and sinks to the bottom, and it turns on its wheel. The melody echoes and reverberates and reaches a crescendo, and that is when it is truly hard to bear. “You’ll make a fine nurse.” 

I closed the door on August Scavelli in Chapter Four to lunge in the direction of Malcolm Silver, the standard hero who has vanished from this book entirely. I will place Gus across from me at the imagined-remembered table, and I will summon Whitney to sit beside him and conjure up the breeze that blew over us many times through the open window on West Broadway. The street had a distinctive odor, but it is one I can only guess at—gasoline and exhaust and human sweat and newsprint and garbage and groceries and dog shit, but much else, too, until the blend becomes indescribable. 

The stout, white-haired Gus I still know has obfuscated his younger self, but I can say that at the time he was neither thin nor fat. His body had the pleasant softness of the well fed and well cared for. He had thick dark hair he kept carefully combed, olive skin, wore glasses over his brown eyes, had a capacious memory, and delivered his communications as fast, detailed bulletins, dense with names and dates, whether they were about his hero of the moment, Wim Wenders, the genius of Eisenstein or Jimmy Cagney, the emotional meanings of camera angles, or the ingredients in his mother’s lasagna. 

Gus grew up in Tom’s River on the Jersey Shore with his parents, his six brothers and sisters, and his paternal grandfather, who ranted in Italian when family relations became boisterous, which they often did. According to Gus, his passion for the movies was launched by illness. The summer after he turned nine, he began to feel heavy and peculiar and told his mother that his “knees were tired.” His mother then grabbed his face with both hands, a gesture Gus explained was the maternal method of homing in on a single child among seven, and noticed that the lips of her fourth-born had turned ashen. Mrs. Scavelli hustled Gus off to the doctor, who diagnosed the boy with a rare, but transient, form of anemia, and after that, he had to lie in bed for two long months while his sisters and brothers ran in and out of the house, pushing the light screen door ahead of them or slamming it behind them as they skipped or ran to and from games and friends and the beach. I know about the screen door because Gus liked to dress up his stories with particulars. We knew his mother pitied him and therefore spoiled him that summer, that he consumed large amounts of ice cream and cannoli in bed and, as countless children who grow into artists and intellectuals had before him, Gus found himself a resident of other worlds. 

He watched every movie he could find on television and indulged his mania for the Million Dollar Movie, which ran the same picture twice every day for a week. Because he was able to see the films again and again, he told me he would rerun the scenes he liked best in his mind before he slept. “I’d walk around in them,” he told us, his eyes bright with memory and humor. Gus’s first movie queen was Fay Wray, the screaming, squirming victim–love object of the great ape, King Kong. The film served as a reiterated joke, and we enjoyed arguing about its pernicious meanings. Hollywood, for better and worse, projects a host of fantasies, fears, and prejudices onto the screen, an often grotesque mélange of American piety and lunacy, especially about sex and race. It was Gus who told me that, in 1925, Samuel Goldwyn tried to lure Sigmund Freud to California with an offer of a hundred thousand dollars, but the author of The Interpretation of Dreams wanted nothing to do with the Dream Factory. 

Whitney called Gus “Dr. Plenitude” because he was prone to providing more information than was strictly needed or wanted on his way to a larger point: exact film release dates, the middle names of actors, a director’s eating habits, continuity errors, and disasters on set. These side and back routes were almost always interesting, but there were times when Gus couldn’t find his way back to the main road. Whitney regularly pointed out flaws in the people she liked best, and this rude strategy made her more rather than less wonderful to her friends. I suspect it was because her criticisms were founded on a combination of insight and intimacy and, rather than wound, when the arrows hit their human targets, they made us feel distinguished— not like other people—and therefore understood. 

Gus didn’t limit himself to the movies, however. He was drawn to collective dreaming in many forms and took a great interest in fads. He defended the Lucy-as-member-of-crazed-psychotherapeutic-cult hypothesis. He cited psychic fads that had come and gone: nudist colonies, neurasthenia, corn flakes, and eugenics. Rolfing, primal scream, EST, and Z-therapy were currently in vogue. He regaled us with stories of his own cousin, Maria, who had become a Moonie. Gus insisted that the most unlikely people were vulnerable to the pull of idealism, intense emotion, and charismatic leaders. Look at Jonestown. Jones had offered his followers a vision of racial inclusion. They had gone off to make a new world in Guyana. Gus also mentioned the Sullivanians, who were headquartered in buildings on the Upper West Side. He knew the sister of one of them. Her brother had cut all ties with her and his parents, but after the Three Mile Island accident, he had broken his vow and called to warn her to leave New York. He informed her that he was on his way to Florida with the rest of “the family,” that the entire northern part of the East Coast was about to “blow.” 

Lucy, Gus believed, had fallen for one psychotherapeutic scam or another. Hadn’t money been mentioned? Most of these cults ran on their followers’ savings. The mumbo jumbo on the telephone and the chanting I had heard through the wall struck him as definitive proof. And who was the pale young man? A member who had broken the rules, been pushed out, and now, bereft without his commune, was imploring the others for readmission. 

Whitney stood by The Crippled Gardener–is-a-play thesis but embellished it slightly to make room for the additional through-the-wall information by citing Stanislavsky. Hadn’t he advocated “emotional memory” as a vehicle for getting inside a role? Hadn’t any number of groups taken this idea pretty far? Acting coaches were known to push their students to “express themselves,” weren’t they? Didn’t that sometimes mean yelling and screaming? Patty was Lucy’s coach. Lucy wasn’t saying “I’m sad” over and over these days, was she? She was out and about with a manila envelope—the script—wasn’t she? She seemed happier, less self-pitying. She invited friends over to her apartment—actor friends. Weren’t they “chanting faint hymns to a cold fruitless moon”? Didn’t those women sound like garbled thespians? Maybe the pale young man had been kicked out of the group, and he wanted back in. That surely happened. Maybe he drank or took drugs. Maybe he had missed rehearsal too many times and, filled with remorse, was begging to be forgiven for his lapses. Whitney believed that Lucy genuinely wanted revenge against her ex-husband, but she believed that Patty was “exploring” those ferocious feelings for Lucy’s role. 

And what did Fanny think? “Lucy wants that prick dead. Isn’t it obvious?” Fanny uttered these sentences on April 23, 1979. I am certain because I wrote them down in Mead later that night. Fanny, whom we also called “Tiny”—she measured five foot one—had short brown hair, a heart-shaped face, a large, freckled nose, a wide mouth always rosy with lipstick, and a body with the proportions of a starlet. The curves beneath her chin had secured her work as a stripper and lap dancer while she earned her BA in psychology at NYU. The four friends liked the idea that the fifth friend had so recklessly cast off the restraints of bourgeois nicety that she had actually worn pasties. Fanny had made good money as a dancer and saved for the future, and yet I confess I never liked the thought of some middle-aged man leaning back in a booth, his dick hardening in his suit pants as the barely dressed Fanny undulated over him. 

After she left school, Fanny had turned herself into a performance artist with a penchant for forceful nakedness. She hung bells from her breasts, wrote on her body, crawled on the floor, squawked, whinnied, mewed, and loudly recited texts. She quoted regularly from Anti-Oedipus by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, a book she had handled so often and so lovingly it had lost and then regained its cover with the aid of masking tape and super glue. Its innards had suffered as well, becoming badly wrinkled from her regular habit of bathing with the two philosophers. Her quotes from the anti-Freudians never failed to invigorate her small, mostly young audiences: “Shit on your whole mortifying, imaginary, symbolic theater!” 

Fanny’s intelligence was strong, but it came in fits and starts. She resisted method, logic, and all forms of slow study. She approached learning by the lightning method. She read steadily to be struck down by electrifying bolts of truth, which she then pondered for months. She and I argued about her worship of D&G, as she liked to call them. “Minnesota! Loosen up! Don’t you get it? I want to smash things up and kick ass.” While Jacob maintained a bemused distance from Fanny’s “work,” Gus struggled with it. The boy who at nine had fallen for Fay Wray, a “little woman” if there ever was one, wasn’t always able to hide his discomfort, and once I remember he spoke to her harshly. “If you think wearing bells on your tits is a wrecking ball for capitalism, think again.” Fanny pretended to be tough, but slights pained her, especially when they came from Gus, since I suspected she was secretly in love with him. 

One of the great mysteries is where performance ends and life begins. Fanny had not solved this dilemma, nor had the rest of us, but she had a gift we didn’t have. She loved an audience, although it may be more exact to say that she loved its love. She could work a crowd up to a high pitch of excitement, and she could work it down to an awed silence, and this power had an intoxicating effect on her. And, as we all do, she played parts offstage where she could be just as captivating—belligerent sexpot, earnest intellectual, stand-up comic. Her plurality allowed her to use her looks in ways Whitney and I never could. I was pretty, Whitney was beautiful, but Fanny, who was neither, had glamor, the magic of a particular kind of narcissism. Fanny’s self-love exuded self-sufficiency and abundance, as if she had more than enough for herself and enjoyed giving it away. And in those days, just about everyone seemed to want it. 

I will never forget Fanny’s ecstatic face after a performance she had given in a friend’s loft. Her pupils had grown huge with concentration and her mouth was stretched in a crazed expression—as much a grimace as a smile—and she threw her sweaty self into my arms, roared with laughter, and tried to pick me up off the ground, which she managed to do briefly because she was strong. She had hooked a donkey’s tail onto her thong, and I watched it swish on the blond polyurethane floorboards as she jumped up and down. It’s odd how vividly I recall the tail. 

Over and over, I have found myself returning to Fanny in memory. I see her on stage, her mouth wide open as she bellows a phrase from Nietzsche or Mae West and sticks out her ass or laughs raucously, wearing only a top hat and a huge merken, also known as a pussy wig, which made her look as if she had an animal pasted onto her pubes. I hear her screaming, “I won’t eat my peas for those fucking kids in China!” I see her wielding a gigantic phallus as she pounds a baby doll on the floor. The intense discomfort she created was the point, of course. I also knew that if I had performed as Fanny did, my parents would have wept with shame. Her parents were divorced, and she rarely spoke of them. Once, just once, she said, in response to something I had said: “My old man? It’s simple. He hates me.” 

I must add that Fanny’s habits were slovenly. She left her clothes lying about the loft. She made smacking sounds when she ate cereal, which she ate often. She drank all the orange juice without a thought for her roommate. She picked her nose in front of us and, when we groaned in disgust, she hooted obscenities. She bit and chewed her nails until they bled, and if Whitney expressed her disapproval and suggested a manicure, Fanny stuck out her tongue and whined, “Yes, Mom,” and “No, Mom.” She spoke openly about how much she loved to smell her finger after she had inserted it in her “butt-hole.” At the same time, she was intensely affectionate. She hugged us and kissed us and tickled us and made us laugh. We loved Fanny, but our short, pugnacious, unruly friend surpassed our understanding at the time. 

Tiny was not fearless. She usually vomited before her performances. She would emerge from the bathroom white and with a sheepish smile on her face and say, “Well, that’s over.” By definition, the fearless can’t have courage, and Fanny had a lot of courage. Only now am I able to see that beside Fanny, Whitney and I were decorous, if ambitious, young women, who mostly stuck to the rules. So, you see, the table of five has changed meaning between 1979 and 2017. Remembering is change. Our “Tiny” has grown taller and wiser: “Lucy wants that prick dead.” 

Unlike Carolee Schneemann or Marina Abramović or Karen Fin-ley, Fanny never became famous or even semi-famous. She had the energy, but she lacked the steel, the metal needed to go on with a show that was more and less a version or multiple versions of her “self.” She suffered from funks, too, during which she cried a lot and ran high fevers no doctor could explain. I remember bringing her a cold washcloth after her temperature had hit 103 and, as I placed it on her forehead, Fanny began to blubber that she loved me. “I love you, Minnesota, because you’re kind.” Whitney was there, too, sitting on Fanny’s bed upstairs.She looked straight at me and mouthed,“Saint.” 

When my eyes scan the dessert plates with half-eaten pieces of a tart on them and the glasses with an inch or two or three of red wine that gleams ruby red in the light of the candles, my inner vision blurs, and I hear the sound of our talk and our laughter as if from a distance. What were we saying? I turn my eyes toward the door, and I watch it open. A woman enters the room. She is wearing a tin-can bra and has a postage stamp carefully glued to her cheek. She has a shaved head and has painted her scalp red. I have already introduced the Baroness to Fanny, and Fanny is in love with her. Fanny calls Elsa “Granny” and “The Crash Creature” and “The Burning Bard.” A year later, a line from Elsa became part of her act: “Tinkle I mellow ukulele!” 

The Baroness was a femme fatale who tackled the boys to the ground when the desire hit, and she bit them until they bled. She was a brazen beast with wit. She frightened Marcel Duchamp and William Carlos Williams. I watch the two little men run for the hills. “Come on, little man. We’re going to bind you tight.” The Baroness was a phallic woman punster, arrested in Pittsburgh for wearing a man’s suit and smoking a cigarette. As a teenager, her father attacked her, and she punched him back hard and left his house forever. Her mother was dead. When Ida-Marie Plötz went mad, her husband banished her to an asylum where she died of cancer of the uterus. Elsa blamed the great man, her violent, autocratic father. She was convinced his untreated syphilis had caused her mother’s malignancy. She remained an avenger of her mother’s death all her life. 

My bawdy spirit is innate— 

A legacy from my Dada— 

His crude jest bestowed on me 

The sparkle of obscenity 

My noble mother’s legacy 

Melancholy—passion—ardour— 

Curbed by gentlewoman’s reins 

Exiled from castle—spoilt gentility 

The Dear Ones are sitting around the table in Whitney’s loft. They are all alive, and they are all still young and promising. Elsa is there, too, with her arm draped around Fanny. Maybe they are kissing. They both took girls and boys to bed. Fanny and I kissed once to see what it was like, but then I laughed, and it went no further. Were you disappointed, Fanny? Maybe you didn’t care. It seems I like girls more in my fantasies than in real life. 

I am writing not only to tell. I am writing to discover. Whitney knows what I want because I have told her about “beastly and cold.” I hear her laugh. The Little Hussy climbs the bookshelf. Fanny lies in bed with a washcloth on her forehead. Gus ponders the cheap and flagrant overuse of the close-up. Jacob pronounces the word romancière—the Little Romancière. Someone wants that prick dead. 

There isn’t much time left, and there is hardly any money. Maybe she is hungry. The Baroness is writing a letter. “Dearest Djuna, my book of poetry . . . Oh! What may be—it would do for me to keep me—at least floating—if I could see it soon! Djuna, it is desperately necessary for me—” 

There is no book. There is no book until 2010. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Although I thanked heaven for the Three Lucky Ladies of the Broom, and I coldly compared my minor misfortune to the monstrous happenings visited upon countless other people—rape, torture, lynching, war, starvation, flood, pestilence—the lectures I gave myself had little effect on the nauseating repetitions that had taken hold of me, not only the dream that split open seven nights in panic but my studious, obsessive return to the hours of Jeff. Again and again, I dissected the evening, its scenes, its dialogue, its violence, and again and again I was struck by my unconscionable helplessness and cowardice. And here is an irony: Just as I had lost control of the story with Jeffrey during the hours in question, I lost control of my thoughts about the hours in question. I did not want to think about the attack. The problem was the attack would not stop thinking about me. 

And this, I dare say, is how time loses all forward momentum and spins in place. The problem is an old one: Could I have changed what happened? I have read many arguments on the problem of free will. I have consulted with Augustine and Aquinas and wrestled with the famous demon in Laplace, whose intellect surveys the continents of Everywhere and from that ultimate view, guided by the universal laws, foretells all that is to come. I have chased after colliding principles in logic and waltzed with Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, but what I am left with is that we human beings must believe in our own volition, whether we have it or not. We must feel that we act freely or we are finished. And so the ironies thicken: By insisting that I was to blame for my humiliation, I was able to retain some sense that I could decide my fate. 

Whitney was a stalwart and tender friend, but in the days after the assault I resisted her sympathy and refused to talk any more about it. I had told her the story. She knew what had happened, and that was that. I now think my resistance came from the thought that Whitney would see me as I saw myself, as a repugnant weakling who waited, and because she waited, she had been turned into the pathetic beggar on the floor. I felt certain, you see, that Whitney never would have waited, never would have capitulated to the if-a-girl-comes-with meshe-leaves-with-me rule. She would have tossed her head and waved him out of her sight. Lucy knew. Feeling like dirt was the problem. The bruises and the cut I sustained were of no importance. It was the man’s contempt and condescension I couldn’t shake off, his smiling confidence that my words were meaningless, that I did not deserve to be answered, that I was Nobody. The moment he grabbed me I lost my borders because he did not believe in them. What remained after that was an edgeless thing, abject flesh to be penetrated and tossed away. That was his plan, wasn’t it?—if one can speak of plans. 

It took years for me to reinstate the distance between the two characters in that room and understand that what should have been his shame became mine, that whatever I had done wrong it was not nearly as wrong as what he had done to me. But shame is like a viscous substance with adhesive properties. The derision and disgust I saw in his eyes for me infected my vision of myself, and what I saw from his perspective was unbearable to me. I had become his creature, and that ugly thing he had made was responsible for the silence and sorrow that came between Whitney and me, a cleft I grieve to this day. We repaired it. We repaired it in time, but on the night of May 8, when I lay beside her in her bed and felt her fingers on my shoulder and heard her say, “Don’t shut down. You mustn’t shut down. If you do, don’t you see, if you do, it means he wins,” I did not answer her. At the time, I felt I had no choice. I had to stiffen every part of myself. I felt that if I didn’t, if I let myself go, if I wasn’t as hard as I could be, I would dissolve into something inchoate and unrecognizable, that I would begin to scream or begin to laugh and never stop. 

The shapeless thing I couldn’t articulate ran away into the dream. Whitney woke up when she heard me gasping and choking beside her. For several seconds I didn’t know where I was or who was beside me. 

Despite the spinning in place, Minnesota wrote. She needed to write. There are many stories of people, who after the death of a beloved person, are struck by a sudden compulsion to write. There are stories of others who suffer a stroke or come down with epilepsy and find they cannot resist the temptations of the page. Writing as mourning, writing as illness, writing as exorcism, writing as revenge. Minnesota had lost control of her book, it is true. The manuscript had become unruly, a sprawling pile of pages that went in several directions at once. She continued to defer the plot of the Frieda Frail case because she couldn’t decide about Frieda’s ghost. And yet, she continued to try out passages for the unwieldy novel in the notebook. She returned to Verbum, that mythical small town on the prairie at a mythical midtwentieth-century moment, a once-upon-a-time that never really was but smelled to high heaven of Webster anyway. I can see now that it was an angry comedy I was trying to write, much angrier than I knew. 

The version of adolescence preferred by Mr. Feathers was the one Hollywood had promoted in his own youth, most particularly in the Andy Hardy movies that had been so dear to his heart. Indeed, just as Mr. Feathers had enjoyed thinking of himself as Andy Hardy (played with pizzazz by Mickey Rooney, whose short stature and funny face mattered not a whit because all the prettiest girls in town were in love with him), he now liked to think of himself as the kindly Judge Hardy (incarnated by Lewis Stone on the screen), a man who regularly doled out sound, paternal advice to his son. This was the fiction that guided Mr. Feathers’ fatherhood, and he stuck to it, despite the fact that he rarely spoke to his son without the presence of Mrs. Feathers, and when he did, it was to make some benign comment about an article in Time magazine, a publication he relied upon for all esoteric matters and through which he hoped to impress his offspring. But Mr. Feathers knew somewhere in the geography of his soul that his son was uncharted territory, a distressing blank on the map that had yet to be filled. He knew Ian was nothing like the grinning, spunky, well-rounded American boy of the movies, but this only made Mr. Feathers cling more tightly to the comforting illusion of himself as Judge Hardy. 

Mr. Feathers was therefore distressed when Mrs. Feathers raised the alarm about Isadora Simon and declared he must speak to his son about “protection.” Although never a subject in the movies, “protection” belonged squarely in the father-son sphere of action and had nothing to do with mothers. Mr. Feathers had hardly noticed the Simon girl. What did he actually know about her? The girl’s mother, whom he had encountered just once at a Verbum town-planning meeting, was an unpleasantly masculine woman who had spat out long, rolling paragraphs dense with hifalutin vocabulary that had given him gooseflesh. The girl’s father, whom Mr. Feathers had never seen, was rumored to be a confused casualty of the last war. (Mr. Feathers had been drafted but had fortunately remained stateside and therefore had managed to keep his worldview more or less untouched by all things foreign.) Although his information on the Simons was scant, Mr. Feathers concluded that Isadora was the product of a household gone awry. His wife was right to worry. In the Simon domicile, the proverbial “pants,” in which he so fervently believed, had migrated from their rightful if handicapped owner and found their way onto the lower body of a person who had no right to wear them. 

While Mr. Feathers pondered how to broach the protection problem with his son and savored memories of his own “wild oats” (a field he imagined as remote from “amber waves of grain” but somehow related nevertheless), Ian romped with the fantastic Hussy and pined for the real Isadora. For her part, Isadora continued to ogle Kurt Linder, who just a couple days earlier had grinned at her widely and said, “Hi, Isadora.” This had occurred in the hallway at school just outside the faculty dining room. Isadora could not have known that Kurt was promiscuous with both his “hi”s and his smiles because their paths seldom crossed. All she knew was that his greeting had sent an electrical current straight to her pudendum and that she had been extracted from the great anonymity of the hallway into the spotlight of singular recognition. Frequently described by all and sundry in town as “a winner,” Kurt Linder won at multiple sports, achieved respectable if lenient B’s in his schoolwork, drove his car too fast, and, in the tradition of Andy Hardy, captured the hearts of all the pretty and not-so-pretty girls at Webster High School, as well as the hearts of some of the boys, but their hearts, of course, were not to be mentioned. 

In his own American fashion, Kurt embodied the figure known in fairy tales as a “simpleton.” Verbum’s hero had avoided books all his life, but he held poetry and novels in particularly low regard as printed stuff for girls and pansies, which meant that he had managed to keep his mind free of all articulations that might interfere with the present glory of himself. Of course he liked girls, but in Kurt’s handsome head, there were only two kinds of girls: the girls who would and the girls who wouldn’t. Although he liked the girls who would, especially at the moment when would became could, he knew he wasn’t supposed to like them. Only the girls who wouldn’t were worth anything, and no girl was worth as much in the long run as the “other guys,” except perhaps that gleaming figment he imagined he might marry fully clothed far in the future sometime after college, the Playboy centerfold with eyes he had described to himself as “dewy” because his relationship to diction made it impossible for him to identify a cliché even when it fell heavily upon him. 

Literature, of course, is bursting with love. Without the lover, I ask you, what would become of literature? Imagine if the novel were shorn of love stories. Imagine poems stripped of erotic feeling. Imagine the sonnet without the beats of love. What would it be? Would it be? “Love drives me on, / that loosener of limbs.” Isadora had not yet read Sappho, but her limbs had been loosened, and the illness that had attacked her joints had nothing to do with arthritis. But she, Isadora Simon, who had never felt love’s bite so keenly as she did when Kurt Linder had anointed her with his “hi” in the hallway, was steeped in love’s lore. Tristan and Isolde, Miss Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy, Jane and Rochester, Cathy and Heathcliff, as well as Watson and Holmes, had become part of her own battle of the books. Dogs and rabbits and even flies may lust and lunge, but only human beings turn lusting and lunging into literary art and then enjoy reading about it. And so it was that, with considerable help from the Simon family library, Isadora’s mind had already traveled far beyond the provinces where the intellects of Mr. and Mrs. Feathers and Kurt Linder would probably remain tethered in perpetuity. 

Time and Playboy had no doubt served the citizens of Verbum well, but those publications so beloved by mid-century Middle Americans could not provide either the tools or the skills needed to release Mr. and Mrs. Feathers or the town’s darling, Kurt Linder, from bondage, which is to say that the virginal Isadora knew a thing or two about love from literature, a thing or two the Feathers and the entire Linder clan did not know because they had become attached to a view of love so pinched by the cherished, if contradictory, stereotypes that walked across the pages of their magazines that they had lost the particularity of human passion altogether. 

Even literature of a higher order, however, is not a solution to unrequited love. Isadora was young and, although she had already ingested many books, enough to make her fat if literature were literally a moveable feast, the instruction she had received from those books about how to conduct oneself in affairs of the heart was hardly consistent. Isadora had noticed a lot of silly female love objects in books designated “classics,” love objects as empty and absurd as Miss February herself. Furthermore, she had noticed that in the world, or rather in the world beyond books, which consisted mostly of school, the admired girls adopted a soft and pliable veneer even when they were not soft and pliable but made of iron. 

Isadora’s decision to act on her desires for Verbum’s paragon was partly due to a conversation she had with her mother. Although Isadora revealed no details that explained her problem directly, her mother, the Milton expert, had little trouble interpreting her offspring’s circumlocutions. Professor Simon uttered the following truth: “If a boy doesn’t know that a girl is interested in him, he can hardly be blamed for ignoring her.” (Isadora had not mentioned the “Hi, Isadora.”) No more than a half an hour after her mother had spoken, Isadora began composing a note to Kurt. She rejected one as too moony, another as too cold, and a third as too windy. She settled on a careful, dignified inquiry, which she deposited in his locker. 

Dear Kurt, 

I am writing to you because you have piqued my interest, and 

I thought we might get together and talk. If this sounds plausible, 

drop me a line. 

Isadora 

Isadora regretted both “piqued” and “plausible” as soon as the letter had left her hand, but it was too late. The next day, she received her answer. 

Sure. Meet me in Green Boughs Park tonight at eight. Kurt 

Exactly how the three other Doras divined that there was “a boy” in the picture can only be guessed at. It may have been Theodora’s glimpse of Isadora’s anxious face in the hallway mirror as she repeatedly checked her watch and pressed her palms together or it may have been the moment Just Plain Dora noticed a thin but precise application of lipstick on her oldest sister’s mouth. Whichever clue had triggered the discovery, by the time Isadora’s watch read 7:50 and she prepared to walk out the door, her three sisters had gathered at the foot of the stairs to send her off with a combination of cheers and jeers. Theodora waved a handkerchief and then mock-sobbed into it. She blew her nose with it in an exaggerated manner and then grimaced in the direction of the departing sister to telegraph her agony. Andora made flourishing gestures with her right arm and quoted one of the Brontë sisters: “Farewell to thee, but not farewell / To all my fondest thoughts of thee.” And the littlest Dora jumped up and down in place singing, “Isadora has a boyfriend! Isadora has a boyfriend!” 

The reputed boyfriend had posed himself under a tree, and when Isadora spotted his lean form in the light of the spring evening, she felt the quickening of various biological systems she had spent so much time studying, noting in particular dramatic changes in her respiration. Kurt was wearing that puzzled look she had come to know and love. He grinned and, as she stood before him, he plopped himself abruptly down on the grass. She sat down beside him and stared with admiration at his large sneakers she felt certain were at least a size twelve. 

Talk, as everyone knows, is a vehicle of seduction. Well-placed words are often far more effective than well-placed hands, especially when two people have never exchanged more than a “hi” in the past. In the old days, this kind of talk was called “wooing.” Isadora was not so backward as to think that Kurt should do all the wooing. She was perfectly prepared to woo herself. The question on this particular evening, however, was whom was Isadora wooing? In effect, there were two Kurt Linders: the one Isadora had invented and the one who sat beside her on the grass, a person of many gifts, but not eloquence. To be fair to Isadora, she had not created a hero with intellectual prowess. She had created a hero of kindness and feeling, a hero that fit the way his “hi” and his smile had made her feel that day in the hallway. She knew Kurt was conventional, but having grown up in her unconventional family with three other Doras and Roger and Geoffrey and Monk and the Anecdota, Isadora longed for a bit of convention now and then to alleviate her “weirdness.” She had imagined strolling the halls with the lanky Kurt Linder, his arm draped casually around her shoulder. She had admitted to herself that it would be nice for a change to belong to the world around her instead of remaining forever outside it. 

Isadora launched the conversation with a polite question about Kurt’s teams, one she had rehearsed in advance. She asked him about the football team and the basketball team and the baseball team, teams to cover all the seasons of the year, after which she prepared to listen attentively to her beloved’s discourse on homo ludens. She smiled at him and wondered how the lipstick looked from his point of view. Kurt began to talk, and as he talked, she heard “ums” and “you knows” invade his speech like so many unsavory loiterers, but more disturbing to her was the smug but oddly blank look in his eyes, as if he were not speaking to her but to the anonymous crowd he had plucked her from with his “Hi, Isadora.” He seemed not to see her at all. In fact, he did not look directly at her. She began to wonder what he did see. She made an effort to concentrate on his arm with its low-growing field of fine hairs, such a strong, attractive arm, but the proverbial breezes had already begun to blow in another direction and at a lower temperature. Isadora felt cool. She felt so cool that she thought about Ian. She thought about how precise Ian could be when he explained a point, and she recalled with pain how he had collapsed when she had told him to stop the Sherlock nonsense. Poor Ian, she thought. 

In the meantime, Kurt Linder droned on about how funny Jack had been at practice and retold a weak joke he attributed to “Coach.” Coach said this and Coach said that. He was apparently devoted to his coach. He then moved on to hijinks various members of “the team” had perpetrated on other members of the same team, uproarious games that involved the manipulation of male underwear, and Isadora found herself staring at the grass. She realized that Kurt Linder was boring, and just as she had pronounced this sad truth to herself, the boring Kurt Linder decided they had talked enough. 

Kurt had happily obliged Isadora with some easy words about himself because he knew that girls always wanted to talk until they didn’t, at 

which moment he could make his move and see how far the whole would 

and wouldn’t business went. Isadora had sent him a note, hadn’t she? The note was a come-on, wasn’t it? What kind of a girl would send him a note and meet him in the park if she didn’t want some action? He knew that Isadora didn’t neatly conform to the slut category. She was not easy pickings for his “slut slayer,” as Jack liked to call his penis. She was one of those bookish girls, and Kurt knew from experience that the limbs of smart girls sometimes loosened more quickly than those of the dumb ones, although he, of course, had not read Sappho either. 

Kurt had no understanding of the fact that Isadora’s definition of getting together to “talk” included her side of the conversation. Who was Isadora to Kurt exactly? Just a girl. And that was the problem. Isadora had imagined saying a few words herself, had, in fact, hoped to tell Kurt about Darwin’s The Voyage of the Beagle, the book she was halfway through, but mention of the Beagle was not to be because Kurt Linder leaned toward Isadora Simon and gripped her inner thigh firmly with his hand. This gesture so startled her that Isadora leapt to her feet, after which he also leapt to his feet, grabbed her in his arms, leaned over her, and began to slobber in the general vicinity of her mouth. 

The truth was that it was too late by then for Kurt to administer even a gentle kiss on the lips Isadora had so carefully colored pink because boredom had come between them, and from boredom there is no rescue. But the sudden turn in their relations did not bore our heroine. The sudden turn ignited her fury. She pulled violently away from him, gained several inches of distance in the process, and then, with all the strength she could muster, she kneed him in the groin. 



   
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The young woman is writing. She is writing in her room the day after she has had an encounter with the pale young man. She has been trying to read the signs, but she knows she has gotten them mixed up, and she wants desperately to know what this story is all about. 

June 2, 1979 

I hardly know how to write this to you. It’s so confusing, almost hallucinatory when I think about it, but I am going to write it as it happened. I hadn’t seen the pale young man since the day Lucy was yelling at him, but he was outside the building yesterday when I returned from Elena’s rather late, around seven thirty. It was still light and warm. Not a good day at work, Page. My Lady was disappointed in the chapter. I had neglected her wardrobe. I tried to explain to Elena that describing her outfits in detail slows down the narrative— to which she said, “But I must have more Dior!” I need the job so badly I am all patience, but more Dior will wreck the book. And I care about the book. Maybe she will forget about the clothes. She often forgets. I am looking forward to her leaving for the summer. I need the job, but I need the distance, too. 

And so when the pale young man nodded at me politely and then humbly asked for my help in front of the building, I was not in the mood to talk to anyone. (All I wanted to do was go inside and boil up some noodles and read The Female Quixote on my bed all alone and lose myself in Arabella’s misreading of Everything.) The young man was carrying a military-style duffel bag over his left shoulder, a bag heavy enough to crunch his posture into that of a very old person with lumbago. When I told him I was hungry and exhausted and didn’t have time, he insisted that he speak to me. He insisted it was a matter of life and death. He used those words, “life and death.” He said, “Please.” His eyes looked hurt, and his whole being was disheveled, and I felt the pull, the tug, the arc that moves from the inside out, that sympathy or curiosity or vicarious pain or whatever it is that answers the call of life and death, even though it probably isn’t a call of life and death at all. He said he was “desperate” to come into the building “just to talk.” I said no, and he said “Please” again, dragging out the long “e” sound as if he were a child of six begging for a candy. 

Yes, I was attracted to the story, to the mystery of the words spoken on the sidewalk, “It’s over.” Maybe he was a witch, too, or a warlock or an alchemist or a ghost. He looks like a ghost. I took him to Tom’s. It’s a public place, and it’s cheap. After we had sat down in a booth, I glanced across the table at him and at his duffel bag, which was sitting upright beside him as if it were a speechless third party. The pale young man struck me as even more sickly than before. I examined the blue-black circles under his eyes and his gaunt, colorless, cleanly shaven cheeks. A bony, spectral boy in a shirt that looked expensive, but I noted it had a rusty stain on the sleeve. In fact, when I looked closely, I saw a constellation of tiny stains near the cuff. I offered to buy him a sandwich, and he seemed so happy that it lifted my spirits. We both ordered BLTs. He ate his fast, and I looked away several times so as not to witness his greed. I examined my own sandwich and glanced at the duffel bag, which was filthy, and somewhere near what would have been the neck if it had been a person and not a bag, I noticed a dark stain. I didn’t talk while he ate because I pitied him, and I knew a little about hunger, in the short term anyway, so the pity I felt was partly for myself, but after he had licked up every bit of mayonnaise, scrap of lettuce, and tomato seed on the plate with his last crust, I asked him what was so urgent. 

“I have to see Lucy Brite.” 

I said, “Why?” 

And he said, “Every son deserves to see his mother.” 

I felt a spasm in my lungs. I remembered Lucy’s fury on the sidewalk, remembered her talking about her son’s eyes as a baby. I remembered her own glittering eyes as she told the story about the dead hamster at the table and the cold showers and the boy named Randolph, although the memories didn’t come in that order, and not one of them existed separately from the others. They were a felt tumult, an emotional jumble of knowing and not knowing, of dread. And as I sat there I was hearing Lucy through the wall again with the stethoscope—it seemed as if my listening had happened long ago. I was more afraid of my eavesdropping than I had ever been before, and I stared down at my sandwich scraps, and at the same time I might have held my breath for some seconds. “She’s afraid of her own son.” She had said that. I had written it down. I believed him. I believed him because Lucy hadn’t wanted to talk about him, because she had been so strange about the dead boy now come to life before me. “All you have to do is nod.” What had he done? Lindy. Lindy. Lindy, a name that sings. An awe fell over me then, and I thought about the drawing in the glassine envelope and the winding string. Page, I thought about the fact that this sick-looking person had once been inside Lucy’s body, an embryo. I said none of this, of course. I asked to see some identification. I asked him for an ID. 

The driver’s license lay on the table: Theodore Brite. 

I kept my face as still and blank as possible. I spoke calmly and slowly. “She told me her son was dead. She used the word exploded. Why would she say that?” 

His bottom lip trembled. I looked away from him into the restaurant and concentrated for a moment on the clinking music of cutlery and the voices in the diner and the dusk through the windows. It would be dark soon. I’m safe here. I said it to myself. No one will hurt me in Tom’s. He began to tell me about Lucy’s illness, that she had been “removed” to a hospital. 

Without looking directly at him, I told him I knew about the hospital. I also knew about the divorce and the new wife and the new children, and I knew about Lindy’s fall. 

He leaned forward. “What did she say? What did she say about Lindy?” 

I turned my face to his, trying to interpret his expression. “She said she died ten years ago.” 

I don’t know whether his emotion had colored mine or whether the story of Lindy’s death had been inside me for so long that I felt Lucy’s grief as if some of it were mine, but a tremor crossed my mouth, and I know that he saw it because his hazel eyes grew focused, and then he seemed to relax. I wondered why. I told myself to remain steady. The Baroness was in my back pocket. I touched her several times as I listened to him. 

It was really and truly sad, he was saying, but his “mom” had “mental health problems.” She was “delusional and paranoid.” She imagined all kinds of things. It was incredible the stuff she came up with. The neighbors were after her. License plates on Park Avenue had secret messages in them. She had been really, really sick and for a while they were afraid she would have to live in an institution forever. “Dad thought we’d have to lock her up and throw away the key.” He said it exactly that way. I remembered Jacob expounding on the Lucy-is-psychotic theory. I looked in young Ted’s eyes. Could I see anything in them? Lucy had said, “It’s over!” What did it mean not to want your own son? 

He talked about Lindy then, about how much he had loved his sister and how pretty and sweet and kind and gentle and adorable she had been. “She was a dreamy little kid, like me, a really creative little kid. She loved to play dress up and draw and write plays. I used to let her put me in all kinds of
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