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“Quite suddenly, some moment of the past has become totally real, as real as the present, and we realize that it is as real as the present—or rather, that the present does not have some special status of super-reality, just because it happens to be here and now.”
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For a long time, I forgot the date that I walked into the antiques shop, but now I remember it again. For months, I was not even sure which shop it was. I could see the inside clearly—the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lining one wall, the homey scattering of bric-a-brac over creamy lace doilies, the black silk evening gown trimmed with jet beads draped casually across a velvet-upholstered settee. But when I tried to find it again, I always ended up in the wrong place, with concerned salesclerks asking if I was looking for something in particular. No, I answered, because I was not sure what I was looking for, or what I thought I would find by being in the shop again. I ended up apologizing to them for my confusion and standing helplessly out on the sidewalk, looking north and south, and wondering if it was Sixth Avenue I was on that day and not Eighth.

I remember that it was raining and that I ducked into the shop just as the rain started to drip off my hair onto my cheeks. I shook my head like a dog as I stepped through the door. A bell tinkled as it closed behind me, and I noticed with embarrassment that I was dripping onto a small Persian rug. At the sound of the bell, the shopkeeper had appeared through a damask curtain at the back of the store.

“Don’t worry,” she said, seeming to understand why I wasn’t budging from the entry. “It’s just water.”

I smiled and began to move around carefully. I was the only customer in the shop, and each creak of the floorboards under my feet resounded through the room. The shop looked more like a middle-class parlor in 1910 than a store. I took in everything but touched nothing, afraid of intruding. I wanted to be out on the street again, or in another shop where I would be less conspicuous, where I could happily browse through the merchandise, feeling like a customer and not a house guest. But how could I leave without appearing rude?

The shopkeeper said, “Feel free to pick things up,” again reading my mind. “Antiques should be touched, picked up, lived with.” She smiled from behind the counter, where she was carefully rearranging a tray of marcasite pins on a deep red velvet cloth. Her fingers were long and delicate and they seemed to embrace each pin as she touched it.

I cleared my throat and said, “Thank you,” but it came out hoarsely. I realized they were the first words I had spoken in several hours.

I gradually made my way to the bookshelves, once or twice lifting an object from a table to inspect it, but less out of interest than out of a feeling of obligation. I was more comfortable at the bookshelves, my eyes scanning the titles quickly, zooming in on the interesting ones. I was always looking for the same thing, and every now and then I found it. Once I located an old copy of Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness; in another store with shelves of old paperbacks, I found several lesbian pulp novels from the fifties, including Vin Packer’s famous Spring Fire. It had been inscribed on the title page, “To my Charlotte, you set me on fire, Yours forever, Jeannie.”

I had a small shelf in my apartment for these books. It wasn’t really a hobby yet, maybe just a passing phase that I would someday look back on and say, “Oh, yes, that’s when I was buying old books about lesbians.” I never read them, I just stacked them on the shelf. More than being interested in the books, I was fascinated by trying to imagine the women who had owned them, who read and reread them, who dog-eared the pages, who dusted them every week, whose fingerprints oiled the pages and whose tears made circles on the paper. When I held the books, it was almost like holding the women, protecting them from the silence of time.

Because it wasn’t a real hobby yet, I didn’t know exactly what to look for. I didn’t know the titles I should be hunting, beyond the most obvious ones, and I must have passed over a lot of valuable books because the titles were vague. I tended to look at anything with the word “woman” in it, which was usually not very fruitful. I had a few authors’ names, like Helen Hull and Jo Sinclair, but I almost never found anything written by them.

So mostly it was luck. And that day I remember I had almost turned away from the bookshelves. I was thinking of looking at the pins, because I needed a present for Catherine’s birthday. I thought I had spent a reasonable amount of time shopping, so that leaving wouldn’t be rude. And just as I was turning, my eye caught an oversized green Moroccan leather book on the table next to the bookshelves, which looked as if it had just been tossed there. On the cover in gold leaf was stamped the word “Scrapbook.”

I had a scrapbook of my own, which I had been saving for posterity. Someday, I thought, it would be scrutinized by curious, hungry lesbian historians. The scrapbook was a chronicle of my first relationship, with Elaine Loring, and was pasted together when I was a romantic teenager. It included everything from movie stubs to pressed roses to the program from my senior prom, where Elaine and I were the dates of the Calabrese twins, Rob and Rich, who later moved to San Francisco and opened a gay nightclub together.

So I flipped open the cover. Inside it was more of a photo album than a scrapbook. It was similar to an old album my mother kept, with little black paper mounting corners holding the photos loosely in place. Half of the corners had lost their glue and were gathered in the binding, falling out as the pages turned. But in this album, there were no pictures of Mom and Dad or uncles, aunts and cousins. I flicked the pages over quickly, taking in the faces of four amazing women.

The first pages held photos of the group of them, in various poses and locales. They were labeled on the borders, “The Gang at Montauk” or “The Gang at Provincetown.” “The Gang,” it appeared, traveled a lot. Then there were the winter season shots, The Gang members in fur-trimmed coats with cloche hats pulled tightly down to their eyes, which peered out at me seductively. None of the group pictures were labeled with names, and I felt cheated. I turned the pages more quickly, till I came to a section devoted to Harriet. Harriet in a high-necked white lace blouse, in the purity of girlhood. Harriet in a low-waisted mesh dress that just grazed her knees. Harriet close up, in a hat that covered one eye and left the other beckoning.

Finally there were the “Me” pages. “Me, with Harriet at Saratoga.” “Me, in the new apt on 85th St.” “Me, in my office, 1925.” Like the other women in the pictures, “Me” stared back at me suggestively from the sepia prints. Or was it just my imagination? Had I been browsing too long in a shop that time forgot?

The shopkeeper was studying me when I at last looked up. “That’s a lovely book, isn’t it?” she said. Her ability to know my thoughts was unnerving. I stammered, “Is—is it for sale?” I turned it over and over in my hands, searching for the price.

She took a deep, loud breath through her nose, and the sound filled the room. “I wouldn’t know what to charge,” she answered. “It belonged to my aunt, Lucy Warner Weir. I leave it out simply to add to the shop’s ambience.”

“I’d pay whatever you want,” I said. Then regretting my desperate tone, I lied quickly, “I collect old photographs.”

“What do you do with them?” She continued, as we spoke, to work on her jewelry display.

“Nothing,” I said. “Nothing. I just look at them.”

“Oh, in that case,” she said, giving a final smoothing to the red velvet. I waited expectantly for her next words, hoping they would put the book in my price range. “Perhaps twenty dollars?” “You may have it for twenty-five.” But her mouth was set in a firm line and she did not speak.

“Will you take thirty dollars for it?” I ventured, starting at what I thought was high so as not to insult her.

“I have to think about it,” she said. “Perhaps you could come back another time. Say, next week. I won’t sell it to anyone else before that.”

I opened the cover again, my eyes falling on the coy smile and haunting eyes of “Me.”

“Please. I’d really like to buy this. Maybe thirty-five? I’d take good care of it.”

She glanced past me out the window. “It’s stopped raining,” she noted. Behind the damask curtain a telephone rang faintly, an old-fashioned tinkle and not the harsh, electronic ring of AT&T. “Excuse me one minute,” and she disappeared into the back room.

Then I did something I had never done before and will never do again. Something that haunted me for months. I placed a hastily scrawled check for thirty-five dollars on the glass countertop, with “Pay To The Order Of” left blank, because I hadn’t noticed the name of the store. Then I hurried out with the scrapbook tucked into my bag. The doorbell ruined my escape, but I did not turn around to see the shopkeeper’s face. I jumped into the nearest cab and directed the driver to my apartment. The bizarre thing is that the check was never cashed.
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For weeks, I screened my calls with the answering machine, afraid that the shopkeeper would call and demand the return of the scrapbook. It had been stupid to leave a check with my name at the top, which she could easily use to find me. But I only had a little cash and was not willing to resort to outright theft, and I didn’t realize till I was in the cab heading uptown that the check had been a foolish move. Thieves don’t leave their calling cards. I can’t explain what overtook me in the shop, what feeling of panic and terror that I would never see the faces in the photos again, that when I returned for the book, the shopkeeper would have broken her promise and sold it to the highest bidder. I felt like a criminal, even though I’d left a check and an easy way to trace me. I hid the album under my bed and did not even tell Catherine about it. In fact, I couldn’t look at it myself for several weeks. When the notice from the post office arrived, I was convinced I would go to jail.

That Saturday, I came home from staying overnight at Catherine’s and found a yellow delivery slip in my mailbox. It wasn’t unusual, because I belonged to several book clubs and was always getting packages. I tossed it aside with the rest of my mail and made lunch. Later, I picked up the slip when I was sorting through the bills and fundraising letters. In the space for the description of the article to be claimed, the mail carrier had checked “Certified Letter,” and not “Parcel,” as usual. At first, I was sure he had made a mistake. Who would be sending me a certified letter? The zip code of origin read “10199,” a strange, phantom number not recognizable like others in Manhattan. I pulled out the phone book and searched through the opening pages till I came to the zip code map. “10199” did not even seem to exist. My finger traced the contours of Manhattan, up and down, then crosstown. Then I noticed a chart to one side of the map, listing post offices and their corresponding zip codes. The first on the list was 10199, the James B. Farley Post Office at 421 Eighth Avenue.

A note at the bottom of the page explained how to calculate cross streets by the avenue address. I did it incorrectly once before I came up with Thirty-first Street.

“Thirty-first Street,” I said to myself.

I couldn’t think of any reason for someone in Manhattan to send me a certified letter. And I didn’t know anyone who lived or worked in the vicinity of Thirty-first and Eighth, who might have posted it in that neighborhood. My guilty conscience decided on the answer: It was a notice from the shopkeeper’s lawyer, whose office must be in that neighborhood. But I had to wait till Monday morning to find out for sure.

I called Catherine to confirm our dinner plans. “By the way,” I said casually, “why do you suppose someone would send me a certified letter?”

“Can’t you just open it and find out?” she asked, always practical. She also knew me too well. It would have been like me to sit and stare at a threatening letter instead of opening it.

“I just have the notice that they tried to deliver it,” I explained. “It’s from the James B. Farley Post Office on Eighth Avenue at Thirty-first Street.”

“Hmm,” she said. “That usually means something very good or something very bad.” She took a drink and the ice cubes rattled in my ear. “Have you been playing Lotto again, or did you enter the Publishers Clearinghouse?”

“I did enter the sweepstakes,” I admitted, and I had the useless magazine subscription to U. S. Health to prove it. “But I asked them to send me a telegram if I won.” I turned the yellow slip over and read the fine print on the back, which held no further clues. “I’m afraid I’m in big trouble.”

“Have you done anything wrong?” Her words echoed in my ears so I thought she said them twice.

“Not that I can think of,” I said. “Not that I can think of.”

“Well, then,” she said, sensibly, ready to move on to another topic, “I guess there’s nothing to be worried about.”

“Suppose,” I continued, and thought I heard her sigh on the other end, “suppose someone’s suing me. I mean, this could be something like that, right?”

“Why would anyone sue you?”

My mind raced back to another time I had felt guilty. “That story I published a few years ago. Remember? I used the real name of Fellini’s Restaurant and had one of my characters say the food was terrible.”

“Oh, Susan,” she said, and didn’t say anything else.

“Well, I can’t find out till Monday.” I folded the slip twice into a neat square that didn’t show the words “Certified Letter.”

“It’s probably something stupid,” she said. “Something totally inconsequential that didn’t really require a certified letter. Someone just did it trying to be important. Now let’s forget about it, okay? What time should I meet you?”

I must have said a time, because she responded with “See you then,” and hung up.

But I had to call her back a little later to find out what time I had actually said.

• • •

Catherine Synge lived on the Lower East Side on Henry Street, a world away from my apartment on the Upper West Side. You could connect our apartments on a map with a sharp diagonal line, but the actual traveling time between the two was formidable. It had almost been the ruin of our relationship several times in the three years we had been together. I was often asking her to move in with me, and she would counter by proposing I move in with her. She liked being downtown, near her job and in the area where she grew up. I liked being uptown, near my classes at Columbia. There seemed to be no good compromise, unless we wanted to meet in the middle, somewhere, I thought, around the Public Library.

We had chosen to eat at Catherine’s favorite Chinese restaurant in her neighborhood, on East Broadway. Before I met Catherine, who made it a point to get to know other cultures, I never ventured to the Chinese restaurants deep in Chinatown, but always stayed on the fringes with the other white people. Catherine began taking me to restaurants where we sat at large round tables with Chinese couples, and I learned to eat from my rice bowl and to wield my chopsticks almost as well as she.

At dinner I was drinking Tsing-Tao and beginning to feel a little drunk, like I was going to start to divulge my secret any minute. Catherine was talking earnestly about a women’s history conference she was helping to organize. Though I was interested, I couldn’t help thinking how she would love the photographs I found, since she was a historian and had mounted several historical photo exhibits in her area of expertise, which was immigration. She asked me a question and I was about to answer with a non sequitur, when I stopped myself.

“Well?” she said, sitting straighter in her chair and looking less animated than she had the moment before.

“I’m sorry,” I said helplessly.

She sighed deeply. “Are you still thinking about that letter?” she asked impatiently. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?”

“Yes, I have,” I said. “I have.”

She leaned back in her chair and touched the waitress as she passed, to ask for the bill.

“I’m sorry,” I said again. “I really am interested in the conference, you know that. I’m just preoccupied.”

I offered to pay for dinner, and she let me.

That night, in Catherine’s loft bed, I tossed and turned and almost pushed her out onto the floor. I woke up with her elbow in my side. “Susan,” she said, sleepily, “stop it.”

I apologized and we switched sides of the mattress.

My dreams were interconnected and fragmented at the same time. I woke up briefly in between them, just to fall back asleep and into the same general dream theme. They were, of course, all about a certified letter and what it might signify.

In the first segment, the IRS discovered that I had cheated on my taxes for the last three years and hadn’t claimed five thousand dollars in income. The notice that I had ten days to pay the delinquent taxes plus the fines came in a certified letter.

In the second, the owner of Fellini’s Restaurant caught up with me. The letter said, “We’ve been looking for you for three years. The jig is up.” The owner looked a lot like the head of the English Department at school.

In the third, the shopkeeper had hired a detective to track me down. The detective bore a striking resemblance to my first lover.

In the fourth, my mother notified me by certified mail that she and my father were disinheriting me, “because you’ve been nothing but an embarrassment as a daughter. We heard about your recent arrest for theft. Signed, Your Mother.”

In the last, or the last that I remembered, I got a yellowed photograph of “Me and Harriet” in the mail. Their faces peeked out of the envelope coyly, smiling.

• • •

On Monday morning I stood on line at the post office for a half hour. The clerk was unusually slow, and the fact that the line was ten people deep didn’t seem to bother him. As I approached the window, he excused himself and took, I assumed, a bathroom break.

“Yes?” he said when he returned, as if it were odd to find people waiting on line at his window. I shoved the yellow slip at him roughly, and he took his time finding the envelope.

In the last seconds before he returned to the window, I thought I was going to be sick. I was sure I was going to have to leave the line and find a bathroom or at least some alley where I could throw up. But then he came back, envelope in hand. I tried to read the address through the window, but my eyesight is even worse upside down than it is rightside up.

“Identification,” he demanded. “Please sign here,” he finished, after comparing my driver’s license photo with my face.

Finally, he handed the envelope through the window. This, I thought as I grabbed it, could change the rest of my life.

I was right, in a sense. Because my landlord had raised my rent by ten percent.
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It took about four weeks for me to decide that the shopkeeper was not after me. It was a hard decision to come to, but after I had made it I realized that I no longer remembered exactly what day I had been there or where the shop was. It was as if the scrapbook had come to me in a dream, that I had invented it, and then it appeared under my bed. In fact, I very nearly said to myself, “Oh, look what I found!” when I finally pulled the book from its hiding place.

The thrill of looking through it the second time was even greater than the first, and the third time was even better than both put together. It was on the third pass that I found the courage to lift the photos carefully out of their mounting corners and flip them over.

“Me” had written what she hadn’t had room for on the front: the names of the women and the dates the pictures were taken.

It was on the fourth trip through the scrapbook that I was finally able to read those names.

Elinor Devere.

Harriet Timberlake.

Sarah Stern.

Lucy Weir.

1918.

1920.

1926.

1927. And nothing later.

By the fifth pass I was in love with each and every one of them. I memorized their individual smiles. I could mimic the way Harriet raised her left eyebrow slightly in a flirtation with the camera. I had picked out Elinor’s nervous habit of rubbing the cuticle of her thumb with her index finger. I recognized Sarah as an ardent feminist. I had determined that Lucy had been in love with Harriet for a long time.

On the sixth perusal, I became convinced that I had been the photographer.

“Smile, ladies,” I said. “Say pretty please.”

“Pretty pu-lease,” said Harriet.

“Pretty please hurry,” said Elinor.

“Please,” said Sarah, “can’t you ever remember that women are more than just pretty?”

“Harriet,” said Lucy.

During the seventh pass, I realized the obvious: that Elinor and Sarah were a couple. It seemed to me that I had known this fact all along but had simply forgotten it while taking the pictures. I had been so caught up in the moment, I had actually asked Elinor to have dinner with me.

“And Sarah, too?” she had asked.

“Why, of course,” I replied, embarrassed at my lapse of memory.

Then Elinor leaned over and kissed Sarah on the cheek, and something in the way she did it made me think of Catherine.

Harriet slipped her arm through mine, making it difficult to manage the camera. Hesitantly, I took the shot without her in it.

“And what is the name of that delightful partner of yours?” she asked, squeezing my arm ever so slightly. “The beautiful history teacher?”

“Catherine,” I answered, advancing the film. “Catherine Synge.”

“Catherine Synge,” she repeated, melodically. “Catherine Synge. Harriet Timberlake.”

I turned and caught on film the moment when she said her own name.

Lucy took my other arm. “Now me,” she demanded, and I obliged. She pulled off her hat and shook her auburn hair. “Capture me for history.”

The camera turned into the scrapbook in my hands. I felt the smooth leather cautiously, aware that it contained the future as well as the past.

• • •

I began to go to them in daydreams. I went to them with questions on my lips.

What was it like for you then?

Where was your work? What did you eat? What books did you cry over? What was a kiss like in 1926? How did women find each other?

How did I find you?

“Silly girl,” said Harriet, with a smile that melted butter, “we found you.”

• • •

“What’s this?” Catherine asked, from the living room. I was chopping vegetables at the kitchen counter, watching her anxiously as she made her way to the coffee table and touched the leather scrapbook with one soft hand. “Susan,” she said, unaware that I had waited for this moment for weeks, “what’s this?”

“Open it up,” I said, trying to be casual but nearly chopping my finger into the eggplant.

I thought she gave a little gasp as she opened it, but it was probably me. She had only turned two or three pages when she said, “Where did you find this?”

“At an antiques store downtown,” I answered, giving up the chopping to stand beside her as she lingered over the pages. “It was raining.”

She nodded as if to say she understood. “Who are they?”

I recited their names in a litany.

“Oh,” she said. Then, “1920. 1926.”

“Yes,” I said, aware all along that she would know the dates exactly, without having to look at the backs of the photos.

She closed the cover gently. “I can’t remember,” she said, “when I’ve heard of something this extraordinary. Finding a lesbian scrapbook in an antiques shop.”

I smiled.

“They’re just beautiful,” Catherine said, opening the cover again.

“Catherine,” said Harriet and Lucy in unison. “Catherine Synge.”

• • •

I kept the scrapbook on the shelf with the other lesbian books I had collected. The vitality of Lucy, Harriet and The Gang seemed to give new life to them. Sometimes, when I was in the bedroom, I heard some unexplained racket in the living room and became convinced that it was The Gang, having a little get-together on the bookshelf.

The women didn’t live for Catherine the way they did for me, but I shared the book with her anyway. She was, after all, a historian of women, rational but sensitive all at the same time. But I was hesitant to tell her the experience I was having with The Gang. Catherine had related many stores about growing up in her traditional Irish family, in which her immigrant grandmother talked a lot about spirits and saints and other seemingly fantastic things. She had rebelled against it at a young age; and even though she felt she had a deeper appreciation of her culture now, she still drew the line at all things magical. Partly because of that, she’d gone into history, the discipline that depends on fact.

We spent many evenings those first few weeks at my apartment pouring over the scrapbook. It was now my favorite thing to do. I refused to travel with the book, I was afraid of loose photographs falling out all over Manhattan. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing even one mounting corner.

Our ritual on those evenings was to bring in dinner and eat it quickly while filling each other in on our days. Then Catherine made a pot of tea, we curled up together on the couch, and I brought the scrapbook from the shelf. It was better than a Katherine Hepburn movie on TV, better than reading books together as we fell asleep in bed.

Catherine noticed everything. She had an eye for detail in photographs. She could describe the texture of their clothes. She could tell how old a picture was by the length of someone’s skirt. She could read the fine print on a book Harriet was holding in one of the photographs.

“It looks like The Intrepid Ones,” Catherine said, her nose just inches from the photo. I was sure that Harriet would say something to complain, but she didn’t. “Mean anything to you?”

It was a title I probably would have pulled off a bookshelf to inspect, but I did not remember ever doing so. “It sounds a little like a sixties TV show,” I laughed.

Catherine squinted at the photograph in a way that must have been less than attractive from Harriet and Lucy’s end. “There’s a name, too,” she said, and for a moment I thought she was going to climb into the shot, walk up to Harriet, and say, “Excuse me, that sounds like an interesting book. May I ask who the author is?”

“If you have a magnifying glass,” Catherine said instead, “I could probably make it out.”

I had one that had come with the Oxford English Dictionary I had ordered from one of my book clubs. Catherine moved it up and down over the photo, zooming it back and forth to get a clearer view. I wanted to suggest we just ask Harriet, but Catherine was having fun playing the detective historian. “Well, whaddya know,” she said, freezing the magnifying glass in place. Before she said anything, I felt I knew the answer. Because just a second before Catherine told me, Harriet had whispered in my ear.

“Lucy Warner Weir,” they both said, a second apart.

It was Catherine’s idea to begin researching the women in the scrapbook. She said it would be easy, not like her own work, which had involved trips to Boston and once overseas. I could just go halfway to her house, to the Public Library. I already knew their names and the approximate time they lived. And now I knew that Lucy was an author. I could probably find the book somewhere. Maybe it could form the basis of my dissertation. She said it would be fun.

It all seemed like a lot of work to me, because I was convinced they would tell me their stories eventually and far more accurately than written records could. Catherine had no interest in taking on another research project, because she was deeply involved in her own projects, especially the same work on Irish women’s immigration she’d been doing when we met. And I knew she would find it hard to justify doing research on privileged, middle-class women, even if they were lesbians. Catherine’s work had all focused on the working class, where her roots were. Her mother had worked all her life as a waitress, and her father drove a cab. “I could help, though,” she said. “You could do a whole exhibit around these photos, maybe for Gay Pride Week.”

I smiled hesitantly. I was not so sure I wanted to share them. I found it a little comforting that even Catherine couldn’t speak to them directly. I was concerned about it, because Harriet was very flirtatious and had described Catherine as beautiful. She was most beautiful now while she was thinking quickly, more quickly than she could get the words out of her mouth. She sat twisting one end of her long red hair, the way she did in her most intense moments, her deep green eyes darting back and forth as if she were watching pictures in her head. A faint smile parted her lips. She was thinking about history, and for a moment time melted away. I wondered if Harriet was whispering her name, and I felt jealous because I couldn’t hear anything.

Then she was back. “You could get your dissertation out of this. Yes, I really think you should do it,” Catherine said decisively. “You’ve been entrusted with history, Susan. It’s your responsibility.”

I sighed. “Maybe,” I said, “maybe they wouldn’t like being exposed like that.”

Catherine laughed a high-pitched giggle unlike her own. I am sure it was really Harriet’s. “Oh, come on,” she said, holding up a photo of Harriet and Lucy with their arms linked, their playful eyes teasing the camera. “These women are begging to be exposed.”

I had to agree. Because as she held the photo up, Harriet winked at me.

• • •

The next morning, after Catherine had left for her teaching job, I was taking some last bites of toast before I had to be off, too. I stood staring down at the open scrapbook on my coffee table.

“Ladies,” I said, “Catherine’s right. You’ve entrusted me with history. I’m the caretaker of your lives. You’ve got to help me out with this. We’re in this together.”

There was no answer. Perhaps they were still asleep. In fact, I heard a yawn that was not my own. Through the yawn, I thought I heard someone say, “All right.”
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I was in the second year of the doctoral program in English at Columbia. It was, I thought, what I had always wanted. My whole life pointed toward literature and writing, starting at about age seven, when I began to write stories. I had no idea what my dissertation topic would be, and I had no idea what I would do with this degree if I ever finished it. Probably stack the diploma in the closet with the others, the B.A. and teaching certificate from the University of Chicago, the M.F.A. in writing from San Francisco State, the M.B.A. from Fordham. I had crisscrossed the country stacking up degrees I never used, or at least not for more than a few months at a time. In between, I supported myself with substitute teaching assignments, telemarketing jobs, stints as a waitress, and loans from Grandmother Van Dine. I owed her close to twenty thousand dollars by the time I was thirty. I owed the government even more in student loans.

As a teaching assistant, I had to teach one freshman English composition class. Then I spent a lot of time grading papers from an associate professor’s American lit survey. It was all very routine and not too interesting. The students were bright enough but smart-mouthed, at the age when they believed that being freshmen at Columbia made them a special breed. Most of them took English because it was required, not out of any love for the language and how it’s put together. More often than not, a fifth of the students enrolled in the class didn’t show up. Sometimes I thought it was no better than teaching in a public high school, except that I didn’t fear for my life. I often thought I would be much happier across the street at Barnard, where at least I might have had some young lesbians in my class, or at City College, where less privileged students were more appreciative of the learning process.

After I found the scrapbook, I began to prepare for class less and less and to give in-class writing assignments more and more. It required little effort on my part, except that I had to listen to the students’ groans and sighs. I gave them topics from classes I had had as a student. Then they wrote for thirty minutes, and we spent fifteen minutes hearing people’s reactions to the assignment. Then I collected them and read them quickly at lunch, checking for nouns and verbs. I am not sure they were learning anything except how to write under pressure. But I was allowing myself more time to daydream about Lucy and her gang.

It was in the middle of one of my reveries that Lucy said, “If you can’t do it anymore, you might as well quit.”

The thought had occurred to me, but I hadn’t entertained it for too long. What would I do this time? Had I finally had my fill of school? Had it ceased to challenge me? Catherine had been so supportive of this degree. When Catherine and I met, we were both doing volunteer work for a feminist newspaper. She wrote pithy news articles, and I kept the books. I pursued her until she noticed me. But I was finishing up my M.B.A., and Catherine wasn’t sure she could, in good conscience, go out with anyone in business school who was, she suspected, trying to get a niche in the male establishment.

But my motivation for going to business school had won her over. “It’s just a diversion,” I explained. “I wanted to see how the other half thinks. I’ll never use it.”

And true to my word, I hadn’t. You hardly need an M.B.A. to sell credit card theft protection plans by phone.

“I think,” Catherine decided, “you should go on for your doctorate. You’ll just wander aimlessly till you do.”

I had to agree with her. Catherine was brilliant, someone who had made the most out of a minimum of degrees. She had been teaching high school history since graduating from Hunter College, which she had worked her way through. She had started an M.A. in night school, but gave it up because it was too structured and didn’t allow enough time for the research projects she wanted to do. Most of her advanced knowledge was picked up
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