
  
    
      
    
  


Notes From Our Contributors

“What a treasure trove! The fact that these stories are all written by women makes this book even more intriguing. How wonderful to be part of this vibrant and beautiful anthology.”

--Susan Orlean, author of The Orchid Thief.

“This is the collection I wish I’d had when I was starting out as a writer. Back then, non-fiction was the purview of men; here’s an unequivocal affirmation that it no longer is.”

--Elizabeth Kaye, author of Lifeboat No. 8.

“One of the many beauties of nonfiction as a genre is that it invites diversity in the stories it seeks to tell and, by extension, in the practitioners who tell those stories. At long last, the contributions of women as leaders in this field are being fully acknowledged.“

--Madeleine Blais, author of To the New Owners.

Here’s the book you’ve been missing, the only one you’ll need for the next week or two, brimming with tall tales, hairpin turns, and poignant moments, all of them true, and with deftly-captured personalities brought vividly to life in these pages.

--Melissa Fay Greene, Author of Praying for Sheetrock.

This is an amazing collection of journalists who just happen to be female--it's a must read for any and all young writers, a much-needed road map for how to report, write, and think about stories.

--Mimi Swartz, author, editor and two-time National Magazine Award winner.

I’m so honored to be included in these pages with some of the true masters of our genre. I’ve been waiting for a book like this for longest time. The Stories We Tell belongs in the permanent collection of anyone who loves reading and writing reported stories and essays.

--Jeanne Marie Laskas, author of Concussion.

“I won’t be here to witness it, but won’t it be a fine day when anthology specifically focused on women journalists won’t make any sense?”

--Adrian LeBlanc, author of Random Family.
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We tell ourselves stories in order to live.

—Joan Didion, The White Album
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Introduction

The Stories We Tell celebrates the work of twenty women who have made major contributions to American longform journalism over the past half-century.

All counted, they have garnered at least four Pulitzer Prizes, seven Guggenheim fellowships, five Woodrow Wilson fellowships, three National Magazine Awards, four National Book Awards for nonfiction, three National Book Critics Awards—among many other honors. The National Book Foundation presented its Medal for Distinguished Contributions to American Letters to Joan Didion in 2007; Adrian Nicole LeBlanc was named a 2006 MacArthur Fellow. 

While each has her own style, the women in these pages share the attributes of all good writers: meticulous research and reporting, careful attention to detail, a talent for choosing the perfect noun or verb. Above all, they are astute observers and sticklers for accuracy. Over the years, they have been both prolific and versatile, writing about a wide range of topics, as demonstrated by the selections here, which take us from Suzannah Lessard’s look at the cultural divide in a New York neighborhood, where trendy shops and residences give way to housing projects; to Isabel Wilkerson’s interview with civil rights activist Stokely Carmichael; to Janet Malcolm’s profile of the brilliant and stylish young pianist Yuja Wang; to Robin Marantz Henig’s poignant account of the determination of one Alzheimer’s victim to end her life on her own terms.

Many of the writers spent long periods of time with their subjects. To profile Rudolf Nureyev, Elizabeth Kaye traveled with the famed ballet dancer for nearly a year; she stayed in the same hotels and spent time with him as he played the piano and watched movies into the wee hours. “I was there late, and I was there early, and I saw a lot,” she recalls. “It was incredibly generous of him, and trusting.”

In Lis Harris’s case, it took more than a year just to find the ideal Hasidic family for her profile, a search made more difficult by her insistence that the family include a teenager. She spent another year observing their lives.

“I thought, where there are teenagers, there is rebellion,” she explains. “I rejoiced when I finally found the family I wrote about because they had five teens in the clan. But surprise! There was no rebellion. It was one thing to rebel against your mom and dad, quite another to rebel against your parents, your entire community, the Rebbe—and God!”

Gerri Hirshey looks back on her month-long series of conversations aboard the private tour bus of the late B.B. King as “a music journalist’s fever dream.” She remembers King, who was seventy-three at the time, as a wise, compassionate man, “a combo of a funky Yoda and the Dalai Lama.” Her story won that year’s ASCAP-Deems Taylor/Virgil Thompson Award.

By contrast, Joan Didion didn’t arrive in San Bernardino until a year after the trial ended in the tabloid-style murder case she chronicles in “Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream,” considered one of the classics of literary journalism. Nevertheless, with the help of trial transcripts, news clips, interviews, her observations of the community, and even Chamber of Commerce handouts—the basic tools of the reporter’s trade—she reconstructs a story that brings readers into real time.

Gloria Steinem’s 1964 profile of Jacqueline Kennedy provides another example of a writer who, without benefit of extended access to her subject, combined reportorial ingenuity with literary skills to construct a look at the former First Lady one year after the assassination of her husband, President John F. Kennedy.

Gaining face time with celebrities often takes as much creativity as actually writing the stories. When Susan Orlean set out to profile Christina Sanchez, she was convinced the only way to get to the popular Spanish bullfighter was through her agent, a man who assured Orlean of a meeting. The man, however, turned out to be an imposter and was no longer answering his phone by the time she arrived in Madrid.

“I was so embarrassed and frustrated that I prepared to leave on the next flight, but my editor urged me to use some ingenuity and try to get to her on my own,” Orlean recalls. “I managed to figure out where her mother lived and decided to go visit, in hopes she would plead my case to Christina. As luck would have it, when I arrived at her mother’s, Christina was there, taking a short break from her travels, and she invited me to follow her for the next several days.”

Orlean’s lesson learned: persevere.

While a number of stories in this collection focus on well-known subjects, many more are about ordinary people: Madeleine Blais writes about a girls’ high school basketball team battling to win the state championship; Adrian Nicole LeBlanc focuses on a group of teenage boys struggling to fit in at school; Melissa Fay Greene follows the training of service dogs for children with autism and other cognitive disabilities. Susan Sheehan’s article brings readers into the lives of a twelve-year-old boy and his family trying to live on $21,723 a year. Jeanne Marie Laskas writes about the recipient of a face transplant. E. Jean Carroll offers a haunting account of a series of mysterious teenage deaths in a small upstate New York town. Mimi Swartz chronicles the long political battle over reproductive rights in Texas.

Only two of the anthology stories are intensely personal: Joyce Wadler’s “My Breast: One Woman’s Cancer Story,” and Jill Lepore’s “The Prodigal Daughter.”

At the outset, Wadler says, she had no intention of writing about her fight against cancer. “I was focused on getting the best medical treatment I could and saving my life,” she says. “But it was a story that wanted to be written and several months after surgery the first sentence popped into my mind: ‘I have a scar on my breast.’ After that, it felt like the story was writing itself.” 

Lepore sees herself as more of an historian than a personal essayist, and yet, in “Prodigal Daughter,” she goes against her rule of not writing about herself, combining research for her book on Ben Franklin’s sister with memories of her recently deceased mother to beget a powerful piece of nonfiction. 

As a journalist who has worked for decades alongside these great women in the same male-dominated field, it gives me a great deal of satisfaction to bring them together under one cover. All of the writers collected herein had a hand in choosing the stories featured. In the emails and telephone calls we shared, all expressed their delight that such a volume was being compiled.

While male bylines still outnumber those of females in American magazines, the trend is changing, so much so that narrowing this anthology to twenty women has not been easy. As a result, The Sager Group is compiling a second collection of longform magazine writing by a younger generation of women—many of them inspired by the writers featured here.

Patsy Sims


Madeleine Blais

Madeleine H. Blais received her bachelor’s degree from the College of New Rochelle in New Rochelle, New York, followed by a master’s degree from the Columbia Graduate School of Journalism. She was
also a Nieman Fellow at Harvard University, Class of 1986. She is a professor of Journalism at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, where she teaches longform, memoir, and documentary film, and serves as Honors Director in Journalism. She is a faculty mentor in the Goucher College low-residency Masters of Fine Arts in Nonfiction Program.

From 1979-1987 she was on the staff of Tropic
Magazine of The Miami Herald where she won many
awards, including a Pulitzer Prize for feature writing.
She is the author of The Heart Is an Instrument, a collection
of journalism, and In These Girls, Hope Is a
Muscle, which was chosen as a finalist in general nonfiction
by the National Book Critics Awards and was
cited by ESPN as one of the top one hundred sports
books of the twentieth century. Her most recent book
is To the New Owners: A Martha’s Vineyard Memoir.
She is currently at work on a biography of tennis
great Alice Marble.

Her essays have appeared in Superstition
Review, Cogniscenti, and The New Guard as well as in
books such as Bad Girls: 26 Writers Misbehave edited
by Ellen Sussman, Our Boston: Writers Celebrate
the City They Love edited by Andrew Blauner, A Story
Larger than My Own edited by Janet Burroway, and
Double Take: Portraits Over Time by Maggie Evans
Silverstein. She is on the editorial board of River
Teeth Magazine.


They Were Commandos

After near-perfect seasons tarnished by losses in the state championships, the Amherst High School girls’ basketball team might finally change its story.

The voice of the coach rises above the din of shuffling footsteps, loud greetings, the slamming of metal, the thud of books. “Listen up. I want you to check right now. Do you have your uniforms? Your shoes and your socks? Do you have any other items of clothing that might be needed?”

Coach Ron Moyer believes it’s possible to pack abstractions along with one’s gear, intangibles like “intensity” and “game face” and “consistency” and “defense.” As the members of the Amherst Regional High School girls’ basketball team prepare to board the Hoop Phi Express on their way to the Centrum in Worcester more than an hour away for the Massachusetts state championship, he tells them, “Today, I want you to pack your courage.”

The team is 23–1 going into this game, losing only to Agawam, which, like the Haverhill team they are facing this evening, has some real height. Haverhill, known for aggressive ball, nothing dirty but just short of it, has two girls over six feet nicknamed the Twin Towers. Moyer has prepped his team with a couple of specialized plays, the Murphy and the Shoelace, and he tells them: “Expect to play a little football.” Amherst girls have a reputation for being afraid to throw their elbows, but this year they have learned to take the words “finesse team” as an insult. Although Coach has been careful to avoid saying “state championship” to goad his team, last fall he did tell one aging gym rat in town: “I have the two best guards in the state Madeleine Blais 3 and probably the nation, but it all depends on the girls up front. There’s an old saying— ‘Guards win games, but forwards win championships.’ We’ll have to see.”

At six foot six, Moyer looms over his players. With a thick cap of graying brown hair and bangs that flop down over his forehead, he resembles a grizzly bear on spindly legs. The girls are more like colts. For Moyer, turning them into a team has nothing to do with breaking their spirit and everything to do with harnessing it.

As Jen Pariseau listens to Coach before leaving for Worcester, her legs can’t stop twitching. One of the six seniors on the team playing highschool hoop together for the last time, she has thick, dark eyebrows and long, lanky limbs. For her, tonight’s game is the perfect revenge, not just against Haverhill but also against some of the rebuffs she suffered as an athlete on the way up. For three years, she played on one of Amherst’s Little League teams, the Red Sox. She was pitcher, shortstop, and first baseman. When it was time to choose the all-star league, she was told her bunts were not up to par.

Jen’s teammates are just as hyped up. Half of them are giving the other half piggybacks. There are lots of hand-slapping and nudges. They swirl around one another, everyone making a private point of touching Jamila Wideman, Jen’s co-captain, as if one dark-haired, brown-eyed girl could transmit the power of her playing to all the others. Jamila is an all-America, recipient of more than 150 offers of athletic scholarships. On the court, the strong bones on her face are like a flag demanding to be heeded; she is a study in quickness and confidence, the ball becoming part of her body. Her nickname is Predator.

Jen Pariseau is two-time all-Western Mass, and together the two guards delighted fans all season with the way they delivered the ball to each other, sometimes in a dipsy doo behind the back or between the legs, often resulting in an open shot. JennyandJamila. In Amherst, it’s one word.

Coach pauses. He looks as though he is about to rebuke the girls for all the squirming, but he shrugs and gives a big smile. “Let’s go.” Then, perhaps more to himself than to them: “While we’re still young.”

Shortly after five in the evening, the sky is thick and gray and hooded, the cloud cover a welcome hedge against what has been a bitter New England winter. The bus the girls board is different from the usual.

“Hooked up and smooth,” says Jen Pariseau, admiring the special features, including upholstered seats, a toilet, four television sets, and a VCR mounted on the ceiling—a definite step up from the yellow tin cans they have taken to every other game. There are some cheerleaders on the bus as well as Tricia Lea, an assistant coach with her own high-school memories about what it was like to go up against those Hillies from Haverhill in their brown and yellow uniforms with the short shorts. “Haverhill. I don’t know what they eat up there, but they can be slightly ruthless. Sportsmanship does not run very deep in that town.”

A few years back, Coach had trouble convincing players and
their families of the seriousness of the commitment to girls’ basketball.
JennyandJamila remember playing in varsity games five and six years
ago when the gym would be empty of spectators except for their parents
and maybe a few lost souls who had missed the late bus. Coach remembers
girls who would cut practice to go to their boyfriends’ games, and once
during the playoffs, a team captain left to go on a school-sponsored cultural exchange for three weeks in the former Soviet Union. As far as he’s
concerned, the current policy could not be clearer: You want cultural exchange? You can have it with Hamp.

Tonight, Amherst is sending three “pep” buses to the game, unprecedented support for an athletic event, boys’ or girls’. Amherst is a place that tends to prize thought over action, tofu over toughness. It prefers to honor the work of the individual dedicated to a life of monastic scholarship rather than some noisy group effort. But this season, there were sellout crowds. There was even that badge: a wary cop on the premises for the first time in the history of a girls’ event.

Amherst is a college town, with the usual benign ineffectuality that makes most college towns as maddening as they are charming and livable. When the Chamber of Commerce sponsored a contest for town motto, Moyer submitted one that he still thinks should have won—“Amherst: Where sexuality is an option and reality is an alternative.”

Amherst is, for the most part, smoke-free, nuclear-free, and eager to free Tibet. Ponchos with little projectiles of fleece have never gone out of style. Banners stretch across South Pleasant Street at the
town common, including the vintage “Spay or Neuter Your Pet, Prevent
Abandonment & Suffering.” This is a town that saves spotted salamanders,
Madeleine Blais 5 creating love tunnels (at taxpayers’ eager expense) so that they can all descend from the hills in early spring and migrate to the marshy areas for sexual assignation without being squashed on Henry Street. There’s a new band called Salamander Crossing; heavy metal it’s not. A famous local headline: “Well-Dressed Man Robs Amherst Bank.” Amherst is an
achingly democratic sort of place in which tryouts for Little League, with
their inevitable rejections, have caused people to suggest that more teams
should be created so that no one is left out. There are people in Amherst
who still think “politically correct” is a compliment. The program notes
for the spring musical Kiss Me, Kate pointed out politely that The Taming of the Shrew, on which it is based, was “well, Shakespearean in its attitude toward the sexes.”

The downtown area seems to support pizza joints, Chinese restaurants, ice-cream parlors, and bookstores and not much else. It’s hard to find a needle and thread, but if you wish you can go to the Global Trader
and purchase for $4 a dish towel with a rain-forest theme. The surrounding
communities range from the hard and nasty inner-city poverty of Holyoke, the empty factories in Chicopee and the blue-collar scrappiness in Agawam to the cornfields and asparagus patches in Whately and Hatfield and Hadley and the shoppers’ mecca that is Northampton. They tend to look on Amherst with eye-rolling puzzlement and occasional contempt as the town that fell to earth.

The girls on the Hurricanes know they live in a kindly, ruminative sort of place. Sometimes they joke about how if they weren’t playing ball, they’d be “tipping cows”—a basically useless activity necessitated by the unfortunate tendency of cows to sleep standing up.

With the playoffs looming, the six senior girls—JennyandJamila, Kathleen Poe, Kristin Marvin, Patri Abad, and Kim Warner—were treated to a late lunch by Jamila’s father, John Edgar Wideman, winner of two PEN/ Faulkners as well as numerous other awards, and author of the nonfiction meditation Brothers and Keepers; Philadelphia Fire, a fictional visitation of the Move bombing in 1985; The Homewood Trilogy, about growing up black in Pittsburgh.

It was at that lunch that the team’s center, Kristin, in trying to sum up the peculiar, almost consoling, lack of outward drama in a town like Amherst, confessed that the night before she had a dream.

“My Mom and I, we went to Stop and Shop and while we were there, we went down, you know, all our usual aisles in the regular order, picking out all the things we usually buy, and after that we got in line to check out.”

“That’s it?” said the other girls.

Jamila’s father thought maybe the dream had another layer and so he tried a gentle psychoanalytic probe. He had a quicksilver face, his expression changing in a flicker from stormy to melancholy to soft and forgiving. Now it was contemplative.

“Did you run into any unusual people?”

“No.”

“How about money? Did you run out of money or anything?”

“No.”

“Kristin,” said her teammates, “that’s so sad.”

Kathleen, who is in the top ten academically in her class of 250, told Jamila’s father that she tried reading a collection of his short stories, “the one called ‘Jungle Fever.’”

“I’m not Spike Lee. It was just Fever.”

“Mr. Wideman, I tried reading it,” said Jen Pariseau, also in the top ten academically. “I found the shortest story I could, and you know what? I think I understood it. I can’t guarantee it, but I think I did.”

He looked at his guests at the table, a blur of happy faces and ponytails. Their teasing was a joy. He is a former basketball player for the University of Pennsylvania and a Rhodes scholar who played at Oxford, and his passion for the game is such that Jamila tells people she was born playing basketball. Girls’ basketball is not boys’ basketball being played by girls. It’s a whole new game. There’s no dunking. They can’t jump as high. They can’t play above the rim. But they can play with every bit as much style. And there’s that added purity, that sense of excellence for its own sake. It’s not a career option for girls; after college the game is over, so there is none of the desperate jockeying for professional favor.

As a black man, Wideman knows only too well the shallow triumph of token progress. He had told Kathleen’s father, “This is just one team in one season.” It alone cannot change the discrimination against girls and their bodies throughout history. But here in these girls, hope is a muscle.

“Here’s to the senior girls,” he said, looking at all of them.

They hoisted their ritual glasses of water.

“This is,” he said, “as good as it gets.”

To look at them, these six seniors on the team, who all appear to be lit from within, one would assume that their lives have been seamless journeys. In fact, as Jen Pariseau puts it, she does not come from a “Dan Quayle kind of family”—and neither do most of the others. Whatever sadness or disruption they’ve been dealt, an opposite force follows them onto the court. JennyandJamila have not gone it alone; they have had Kathleen’s strong right hand, an almost irresistible force heading toward the basket. She never wastes a motion: The ball is in her hands one second, then quietly dropping through the hoop the next, without dramatics, almost like an afterthought. There’s Kristin. Her flushed cheeks are not a sign of exhaustion but of some private fury. When the ball comes curling out of the basket, more often than not it is Kristin who has pushed and shoved her way to the prize.

The only underclass starter, Emily Shore, is so serious about her chance to play with the famous JennyandJamila that she spent the bulk of her summer lifting weights and battling in pickup games on Amherst’s
cracked and weather-ravaged outdoor courts with a succession of skeptical
and then grudgingly appreciative young men.

They have become what every opponent fears most: a team with a mission.

As good as it gets. That is, of course, the exact sentiment the girls feel toward their fancy bus.

“Fasten your seat belts,” says Coach. “Beverage service will commence shortly after takeoff. There’ll be turbulence coming to Haverhill when the Hurricanes hit Worcester.” Then he announces the people to whom he would like them to dedicate the entire season. “And that’s to the
140 girls who are now playing youth basketball in Amherst for the first time
this year.”

Jen Pariseau says she wants to read a letter from Diane Stanton, the mother of Chris Stanton, the star of the boys’ basketball team.

“Jenny and Jamila,” the letter began. Diane Stanton said she was addressing them because she knew them the best, but the letter was for the whole team. “Your existence as a team represents a lot of things to a lot of women like me. . . . As a young girl I remember standing outside the Little League fence and watching the boys and knowing that I could hit and catch better than at least a third of them. When our high-school intramural field hockey team and softball team asked for leagues, we were told flatly—NO, because there was no money. . . . When this group of girl athletes got together to form an intramural basketball team, we were subjected to ridicule and anger from some of the student body. . . . I lost courage, I’m embarrassed to admit, in my junior year and would no longer play intramural sports. Part of it was a protest against the failure of my school. . . to recognize that we needed to play as much as boys. I know the struggle.”

Coach gives the driver a signal and the vehicle starts to roll. A police car just ahead suddenly activates its lights and in a slow ceremony leads the vehicle to the corner of Main and Triangle Streets, where another officer has been summoned to stop all traffic. Coach is beaming and silently thanks his old pal, Captain Charlie Scherpa, over in the Police Department for coming through. In addition to being a guidance counselor, Moyer has been the girls’ coach off and on since 1981, a task he enjoys because unlike with boys, whose arrogance and confidence often have to be eroded before he can get the team to work, this is all constructive. The way to build a girls’ team is to build their individual self-confidence.

The bus heads down Main (a street that is most famous for being the site of the house where Emily Dickinson was born, where she lived, died, and wrote her poetry) to the corner of Northeast, where they get to run a red light, turning in front of Fort River Elementary School, then heading out to Route 9, where the escort lasts all the way to the town line. In an instant, the sign that says “Entering Pelham” appears, and in another instant a new one looms ahead that says “Entering Belchertown.”

The girls watch the film they had chosen unanimously to pump them for the game—“A League of Their Own.” The six seniors are lost in their own thoughts.

Kim Warner knows her mother, who works in personnel at the
University of Massachusetts, will be at the game, plus her two sisters, plus
her boyfriend’s family. Her father lives in Florida, and although she sends
him news accounts of all the games, he has never seen her play. She hasn’t
seen him since the tenth grade. She plans to go to Westfield State and major
in early childhood education. On the way to the game, Kim writes a fantasy
letter in her head: “Dear Dad, At long last a lot of hard work paid off.”

Patri Abad’s mother, a bilingual teacher, has to be at work, and although Patri will miss her, she knows she can count on a large cheering section of friends. She almost didn’t get to play this year. During her junior year, she had moved to Chicago with her mother and her new stepfather. Patri, who is Cuban on her father’s side and Puerto Rican on her mother’s, prayed incessantly to the Virgin. She received constant mail from teammates like Lucia Maraniss, back when Lucia was a gushing eighth grader:
“Patri, I will always remember you as one of the wisest, most caring and
compassionate people I’ve ever met. I’m going to miss you very, very, very,
very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very, very much.”

Whether it was divine intercession or that fourteenth “very” from Lucia, the resolve of Patri’s mother to stay in Chicago eventually vanished. They returned to the Happy Valley, as Amherst is called, and Patri could finish her senior year as a member of the Hurricanes. She has been accepted at Drew, Clark, and the University of Massachusetts, pre-med.

Kristin Marvin, also known as Jolly, Jolly Green, and Grace (her teammates have misinterpreted her tenacity as clumsiness), is going to Holy Cross College, pre-med. She likes medicine because it has a strong element of knowability. Her parents were divorced when she was young and she lived with a lot of uncertainty. Her mother has since married a builder whose first wife married Kristin’s father, who works in Connecticut
and often rushes to the games after work in his business suit. The marital
realignment has created a circumstance in which the daughter of her stepfather and stepmother is Kristin’s double stepsister.

Coach calls Kathleen Poe his silent assassin—the girl with two distinct personalities. The demure senior with the high grades, with applications at Williams, Haverford, Duke, and Dartmouth, is Kathleen; the
girl on the court is her ferocious twin, Skippy. He concocted the dichotomy
because when Kathleen first started playing she said “Excuse me” all the
time and would pause to pick her opponents up off the floor. She wants to
be like Jamila: someone you don’t want to meet on the court but who will be
a good friend off it.

Jamila plans to study law and African American studies at Stanford. Like her mother, Judy Wideman, who is in her second year of law school, she hopes to be a defense attorney. As a child of mixed races, she has told interviewers she identifies not with being black or white but with being herself. Still, her bedroom has pictures of Winnie Mandela, Jesse Jackson, and the children of Soweto. After the riot in Los Angeles, she wrote several poems that reflected her feelings.

In “Black,” she wrote:

I walk the tightrope between the fires

Does anyone know where I fall through?

Their forked daggers of rage reflect my eye

Their physical destruction passes me by

Why does the fire call me?

Jen is known locally as the best thing that ever happened to Pelham, which is that little twinge on the highway on Route 9. Since Jen was two and her brother, Chris, was four, they have lived with their father, who is a manager of reservoirs and water treatment in Amherst. She is planning to play ball for Dartmouth and to major in engineering. She turned down Princeton, especially after the recruiter, who made a home visit, would not let her father, who had a stutter, talk.

The door to her room is plastered with Nike inspirational ads. She calls the wall above her bed her “strong women wall,” and it is filled with pictures of her favorite role models, including Ann Richards and Toni Morrison. By her bedside, she keeps a clothbound book—given to her by
her teammate Rita Powell—in which she writes favorite quotes, a customized
Bartlett’s.

Marilyn Monroe: “If I’m going to be alone, I’d rather be by myself.”

Colette: “You will do foolish things, but do them with enthusiasm.”

Zora Neale Hurston: “The dream is the truth.”

The team bonding among these six seniors and the ten younger girls is one reason they have played so well: the sisterhood-is-powerful quest for unity. They have a team song, “Real Love,” and they have team trinkets (beaded necklaces with their names and plastic rings and scrunchies with basketballs), team teddy bears, team towels. At team dinners, Jamila’s mother carbo-loads them with slivered chicken cooked in garlic and oil and lemon and served on a bed of noodles. The meals often conclude with a dozen or so girls linking arms in a tight circle, swaying, singing, shouting, “Hoop Phi!”

To witness adrenaline overload at its most frenetic, nothing beats
the atmosphere on one of those yellow buses on the return home after a victory
over Hamp. Northampton is a fine town, birthplace of Calvin Coolidge,
home of Smith College. But, as Jen Pariseau says: “Something happens
when we play Hamp. Both teams become brutes.” Hamp fans are always

To witness adrenaline overload at its most frenetic, nothing beats the atmosphere on one of those yellow buses on the return home after a victory over Hamp. Northampton is a fine town, birthplace of Calvin Coolidge, home of Smith College. But, as Jen Pariseau says: “Something happens when we play Hamp. Both teams become brutes.” Hamp fans are always trying to demoralize JennyandJamila with the scornful chant: “You’re
overrated; you’re overrated.”

A victory against Hamp, especially on their territory at Feiker gym, especially in front of at least one thousand people with several hundred more turned away at the door, was a great moment to whoop and cheer the whole way home, to sing Queen’s famous anthem, “We Are the Champions,”
to slap the ceiling of the bus, to open the windows and to shout:

Who’ll rock the house?

The Hurricanes will rock the house.

And when the Hurricanes rock the house

They rock it all the way down.

But even though they beat Hamp in the Western Mass Regional finals, they weren’t really champions—not yet. Do they have what it takes, these sweet-looking girls reared in maple syrup country on land that includes the Robert Frost trail? Playing before a few thousand fans in what is almost your own backyard is nothing compared with a stadium that seats 13,800, where real pros play. Rocking Feiker is one thing, but the Centrum?

When the bus finally pulls in front of the Centrum and it is time to leap off, the girls have faces like masks. To the world, they are a bunch of teen-age girls; inside their heads, they are commandos. To the world, these teen-agers have pretty names: Patri, Kristin, Jen, Kathleen, Kim, Jamila, Sophie, Jade, Emily J., Emily S., Jan, Lucia, Carrie, Rita, Jessi, Julie. But as far as these girls are concerned, they are the codes that encapsulate their rare and superb skills, their specialty plays, their personal styles. They are Cloudy and Cougar and Jones-bones and Gumby and Grace and Skippy and Predator. They are warriors.

The girls crowd into a locker room. With much less commotion than usual, they dress in their baggy knee-length uniforms. They slap hands and stand tall. Meanwhile the arena is redolent of hot dogs, popcorn, sweat, and anticipation, one side of the bleachers filled with their people and the other side with the fans from Haverhill.

The girls walk out wordlessly. They look up.

You have to live in a small town for a while before you can read a crowd, especially in New England, where fences are deep in the soil. But if you’ve been in a town like Amherst for a while, you can go to an out-of-town game, even one in as imposing and cavernous a facility as the Centrum, and you can feel this sudden lurch of well-being that comes from the soothing familiarity of faces that are as much a part of your landscape as falling leaves, as forsythia in season, as rhubarb in June. You scan the rows, and for better, and sometimes for worse, you know who’s who. You know whose parents don’t talk to whom else and you know why. You know who has had
troubles that never get discussed.

You see the lawyer that represented your folks or one of their friends in a land dispute or a custody case. You see the realtor who tried to sell a house next to the landfill to the new kids in town. You see the doctor who was no help for your asthma and the one who was. You see the teacher who declared your baby brother a complete mystery and the teacher who always stops to ask what your remarkable brother is up to now. You know
which man is the beloved elementary-school principal, now retired. You
recognize the plump-cheeked ladies from the cafeteria who specialize in
homemade cinnamon buns for sixty-five cents. You see your family and
you see the fathers and mothers and stepfathers and stepmothers of your
teammates. You know whose brother flew in from Chicago for the game;
whose step-grandparents came from Minnesota.

But what is most important about all this is how mute it is. The commonality is something that is understood, as tacit as the progression of the summer to fall to winter to spring, and just as comforting. Usually there is a buzz of cheering at the start of a game, but this time the Amherst crowd is nearly silent as the referee tosses the ball.

The Haverhill center taps the ball backward to her point guard. She comes down the court, swings the ball to the wing, who instantly dishes it inside to the center. Easy layup. Amherst blinks first. Two-nothing. In the Haverhill stands, the crowd cheers. It is the only pure cheer they will get.

Within a few seconds, the score is 6–4 Amherst, and something truly remarkable takes place. The Hurricanes enter into a zone where all of them are all-Americans. It’s a kind of controlled frenzy that can overtake a group of athletes under only the most elusive of circumstances. It’s not certain what triggers it, perhaps it’s Jamila’s gentle three-pointer from the wing, or more likely, when Jen drives the baseline and as she swoops beneath the basket like a bird of prey she releases the ball back over her head, placing it like an egg against the backboard and through the hoop. It may have been ten seconds later when Jamila steals the ball, pushing it down court in a three-on-one break, makes a no-look pass to Jen who just as quickly fires the ball across the lane to Kathleen for an uncontested layup. Whatever it is that started it, there is nothing Haverhill can do to stop it, and time-outs repeatedly called for by their hapless coach only fuel Amherst’s frenzy further.

Even the sportscasters can’t remember a 37 to 0 run in a state championship game. The halftime score is 51–6.

An astonished Amherst can hardly even cheer. One Amherst fan shouts: “Where’s Dr. Kevorkian?” Another makes the very un-Amherst
comment: “They should bring on the Haverhill boys for the second half.”

Among the spectators is Kathleen’s father, Donald Poe, an associate professor of psychology at Hampshire College, who saw how her defense, along with that of Kristin and Emily Shore, kept Haverhill’s score so low. When his son, Chris, was an infant, Donald Poe tried to teach him to say “ball” as his first word, until he was told that “b” is a hard sound for a baby. He expected a son to be an athlete, and when Kathleen came along he didn’t have that expectation. Yet whenever they go into the yard and she pitches a ball to him, it takes only five minutes before his hand hurts. She throws a heavy ball.

To him, what’s important is not that Amherst win, but that the spirit of girls’ sports endures. Next year, it doesn’t have to be Amherst; it might be Westside in Springfield. Its junior varsity is undefeated. When he was in W. T. Woodson High School in Fairfax, Virginia, the girls were not allowed to use the boys’ gym, which was fancy and varnished with a logo in the middle of the floor. The girls had a little back gym, without bleachers. After a game, whenever he saw the little kids asking his daughter for autographs, he was glad to see the girls, pleased that they now had models. But he was just as glad to see the boys asking; to him their respect for the girls’ team was just as important.

The final score is 74–36.

After receiving the trophies and after collapsing in one huge hysterical teen-age heap, they all stand up. First they sing “Happy Birthday” to Kristin Marvin, who turns eighteen this day. Then they extend their arms toward their parents, teachers, brothers, sisters, even to some of those 140 little girls whose parents have allowed them a school night of unprecedented lateness, and in one final act as a team, these girls shout, in the perfect unison that has served them so well on the court, “Thank you.”

Back in the locker room, Kristin Marvin sucks on orange slices and sloshes water on her face. She then stands on a back bench, raises her right fist, turns to her comrades and shouts: “Holy #@&*! We’re the *@#&*@# champions!” And then she loses it. For the next half-hour, she throws herself into the arms of one teammate after another. She cries and hugs, and hugs and cries, and so do they.

Coach keeps knocking at the door, trying to roust the stragglers. Finally, he announces he is coming in and what greets him is a roomful of girls who return his level gaze with eyes that are rheumy and red as they sputter “last . . . final . . . never again.”

He looks right at them and says: “You’re wrong. This isn’t the last. There will be more basketball.” His tone is conversational, almost adult to adult.

“But. . .” they start to say.

“I promise you. There will be lots more basketball.”

Still they regard him with disbelief. They can’t decipher his real message, at least not at this moment. They can’t fathom how the word “basketball” might have more than one meaning.

Over. The game was over. On the way home, they watched a videotape of the
game. Jen was stunned at how it had all fallen into place: “We were so fluid
it was scary.” While they watched themselves, television viewers all over
the state were witnessing recaps of the highlights and hearing the verdicts
of professional commentators who claimed these girls had wandered into
the wrong league: They shoulda been playing Calipari’s men at U Mass;
they coulda taught the Celtics a thing or two.

The girls would hear all that in the days to come, but at this moment they were mostly thinking about the present—when truth itself had become a dream. The bus was going backward, retracing its earlier path,
down the Pike back through Palmer, where the only sense of abundance is
in the fast-food stores, then through Bondsville with its gin mill and the
sunken rusty playground with a metal fence, back through the center of
Belchertown, a singularly flat stretch in a town with a singularly unfortunate name, and back in and out of Pelham—thanks to Jen, on the map at last.

Kathleen Poe wished that the whole team could sleep that night in the gym at the high school, the coziest, most homey, softest place she could now imagine, that they could all sink into its floor, become part of it forever. She kept trying out rhymes in her head, phrases popping into her mind like sudden rebounds: top and stop, pride and ride, forever and sever, heart, smart, true, you.

Hoop Phi is one of an intangible, untouchable breed,

It satisfies the soul, and a life-long need.

We represented our school, represented our sex,

Now maybe both will get some well-earned respect.

No one really wanted the ride to end. The bare trees, the velvety night air, the cocoon of the bus itself.

At the town line there awaited another police escort, this time back into town. The cruiser was once again full of proud, slow ceremony. At the corner of Main and Triangle, the cruiser seemed to lurch right to take the short-cut back to the school, but then as if that was only a feint, it continued to move forward, so that the girls would be brought through town the long way.

The bus, boisterous in its very bigness, moved past the red-bricked Dickinson homestead with its top-heavy trees, tall and thin with a crown of green: We’re somebody; who are you? Downtown was almost empty save for a couple of pizza eaters in the front window of Antonio’s and a lone worker sweeping in the back shadows of Bart’s Ice Cream. As the strobe lights from the cruiser bounced off the storefronts, the bus wheezed past St. Bridget’s and the bagel place, turning right, then left, finally pulling into the school parking lot a few minutes shy of midnight.

All of a sudden one of the players shouted: “There are people there, waiting for us!” And, indeed, in the distance was a small crowd standing in the cold and in the dark, clapping.

When the bus came to a stop, Coach stood up. “I promise it won’t be mushy. There’s just one thing you should know. When you’re the state champions, the season never ever ends. I love you. Great job. And now,
I’d like everybody else on the bus to please wait so that the team can get
off first.”

Often the Hurricanes will bound off a bus in a joyous squealing clump. On this night, they rose from their seats, slowly, in silence. State champs! For the final time this season, with great care bordering on tenderness, the teammates gathered their stuff, their uniforms, their shoes, their socks, their game faces, and their courage. And then in a decision that was never actually articulated but seemed to have evolved as naturally as the parabola of a perfect three-pointer, the Hurricanes waited for captain Jen Pariseau to lead the way, which she did, and one by one the
rest of the women followed, with captain Jamila Wideman the last of the
Hurricanes to step off the bus into the swirling sea of well-wishers and winter coats.

Overhead the sky was as low-hanging and as opaque as it had been earlier in the evening, but it didn’t need stars to make it shine.


E. Jean Carroll
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The Cheerleaders

The tiny town of Dryden, New York, endures a strange, five-year string of murders, car accidents, and suicides—all of it tied to two popular high school cheerleaders.

Welcome to Dryden. It’s rather gray and soppy. Not that Dryden doesn’t look like the finest little town in the universe—with its pretty houses and its own personal George Bailey Agency at No. 5 South Street, it could have come right out of It’s a Wonderful Life. (It’s rumored the film’s director, Frank Capra, was inspired by Dryden.) But the thriving, well-heeled hamlet is situated on the southern edge of New York’s Finger Lakes region, under one of the highest cloud-cover ratios in America. This puts the nineteen hundred inhabitants into two philosophical camps: those who feel the town is rendered more beautiful by the “drama” and “poetry” of the clouds and those who say it’s so “gloomy” it’s like living in an old lady’s underwear drawer.

If you live in Dryden, the kids from Ithaca, that cradle of metropolitan sophistication fifteen miles away, will say you live in a “cow town.” (“There’s a cow pasture right next to the school!” says one young Ithacan.) But Dryden High School, with its emerald lawns, running tracks, athletic fields, skating pond, pine trees, and 732 eager students, is actually a first-rate place to grow up. The glorious pile of salmon-colored bricks stands on a hill looking out on the town, the mountains, the ponds, and the honey-and-russet-colored fields stretching as far as the eye can see. In the summer, the Purple Lions of Dryden High ride out to the fields and the ponds and build bonfires that singe the boys’ bare legs and blow cinders into the girls’ hair.

In the summer of ’96, many bonfires are built. The girls are practicing their cheerleading routines and the boys are developing great packs of muscles in the football team’s weight room; everybody laughs and
everybody roars and the fields around town look like they’ve been trampled
by a pride of actual lions. In fact, the Dryden boys display such grit
at the Preseason Invitational football game that fans begin to believe as
the players do: that the upcoming season will bring them another division
championship. This spirit lasts until about 6:30 p.m. on September
10, when Scott Pace, one of the most brilliant players ever to attend the
school, the unofficial leader of the team, a popular, handsome, dark-haired
senior, rushes out of football practice to meet his parents and is killed in a car crash.

It is strange. It is sad. But sadder still is the fact that Scott’s older brother, Billy, a tall, dazzling Dryden athlete, as loved and admired as Scott, had been killed in a car crash almost exactly one year before. The town is shaken up very badly. But little does anyone dream that Scott Pace’s death will be the beginning of one of the strangest high school tragedies of all time: how, in four years, a stouthearted cheerleader named Tiffany Starr will see three football players, three fellow cheerleaders, and the beloved football coach of her little country school all end up dead.

At a home football game, Friday evening, October 4, 1996, three weeks after the death of Scott Pace, townspeople keep talking about the team and the school “recovering” and “pulling together,” but the truth is, nobody can deal. To the students of Dryden High, it just feels as if fate or something has messed up in a major way, and everybody seems as unhappy as can be.

The game tonight, in any case, is a change. Tiffany Starr, captain of the Dryden High cheerleaders, arrives. The short-skirted purple uniform looks charming on the well-built girl with the large, sad, blue eyes. Seventeen, a math whiz, way past button-cute, Tiffany is on the student council, is the point guard on the girls’ basketball team, and has been voted “Best Actress” and “Class Flirt.” She hails from the special Starr line of beautiful blonde cheerleaders; her twin sisters, Amber and Amy, graduated from Dryden two years before. Their locally famous father, Dryden High football coach Stephen Starr, has instilled in his daughters a credo that comes down to two words: “Be aggressive!”

And right now the school needs cheering. Though her heart is breaking for Scott, Tiffany wants to lead yells. But as she walks in, the
cheerleading squad looks anxiously at her, and one of them says, “Jen and
Sarah never showed up at school today.”

“What?” says Tiffany.

Tiffany taught Jennifer Bolduc and Sarah Hajney to cheer, and her first thought is that the girls, both juniors on the squad, are off somewhere on a lark. Tiffany knows Sarah’s parents are out of town and that Jen spent last night at Sarah’s house. For a moment, Tiffany imagines her two friends doing something slightly wicked, like joy-riding around Syracuse. “But then I’m like, ‘Wait a minute. . . .’”

“Being a cheerleader at Dryden is the closest thing to being a movie star as you can get,” says Tiffany’s sister Amber. “It’s like being a worldclass gymnast, movie star, and model all in one. It is fabulous! Fab-u-lous! It’s so much fun! Because we rule.”

The Dryden High girls have won their region’s cheerleading championships twelve years in a row. The girls’ pyramids are such a thrill, the crowd doesn’t like it when the cheer ends and the game begins.

“I’m like, ‘Hold on, Jen and Sarah would never miss a game,’” Tiffany continues. “So the only thing we can do is just wait for them to arrive. And we wait and we wait. And finally, we walk out to the football game and sit down in the bleachers. We don’t cheer that day. Well, we may do some sidelines, but we don’t do any big cheers because you can’t do the big cheers when you’re missing girls.”

Jen Bolduc is a “base” in the pyramids (meaning she stands on the ground and supports tiers of girls above her), and Sarah Hajney is a “flyer” (meaning she’s hurled into the air). At sixteen, Jen is tall and shapely, a strong, pretty, lovable girl with a crazy grin and a powerful mind. She is a varsity track star, a champion baton-twirler, and a volunteer at Cortland Memorial Hospital.

“Jen is a great athlete and a wonderful cheerleader,” says Tiffany. “Really strong. And she’s so happy! All the time. She’s constantly giggling. And she’s very creative. When we make Spirit Bags for the football players and fill them up with candy, Jen’s Spirit Bags are always the best. And she’s silly. Joyful. Goofy. But she’s a very determined person.”

“Jen is always doing funny things,” says Amanda Burdick, a fellow cheerleader, “and she’s smart. She helps me do my homework. I never once heard her talk crap about people.”

Sarah Hajney is an adorable little version of a Botticelli Venus. She’s
on varsity track and does volunteer work for children with special needs.
“She’s a knockout,” says former Dryden football player Johnny Lopinto. “I
remember being at a pool party, and all the girls, like Tiffany and Sarah,
had changed into their bathing suits. And I was walking around, and I just
like bumped into Sarah and saw her in a bathing suit, and I was just like,
‘Oh my God, Sarah! You’re so beautiful!’”

As the football game winds down to a loss, and Sarah does not suddenly,
in the fourth quarter, come racing across the field with a hilarious
story about how Jen got lost in the Banana Republic in Syracuse, the anxious
cheerleaders decide to spend the night at their coach’s house. “And we
go there, and we begin to wait.” says Tiffany. “And we wait and we wait and
we wait and we wait.”

Before the game is over, a New York state trooper is in Sarah Hajney’s house.
“I get a phone call on Friday night, October 4, at about—I should say, my
wife gets a phone call, because I’m taking the kids to a football game and
dropping them off,” says Major William Foley of the New York State Police.

Major Foley (at the time of the girls’ disappearance he is Captain
Foley, zone commander of Troop C Barracks, which heads up the hunt)
is a trim man in enormous aviators, a purple tie modeled after the sash
of the Roman Praetorian guard, and a crisply ironed, slate-gray uniform.
The creases in his trousers are so fierce they look like crowbars are sewn
into them.

Sitting with Foley in the state trooper headquarters in Sidney, New York, is the young, nattily dressed Lieutenant Eric Janie, a lead investigator on the girls’ disappearance. “I know Mr. and Mrs. Bolduc because I lived in Dryden,” says Foley. “Ron Bolduc calls me because he’s concerned he’s not going to get the appropriate response from the state police. A missing sixteen-year-old girl—this happens all the time. So I call Mr. Bolduc back and say I will look into it. And what I do is, I ask that a fellow by the name of Investigator Bill Bean be sent. This is unusual for us to send an investigator for a missing girl. We’d normally send a uniformed trooper who’d assess the situation, but in this case [as a favor to Mr. Bolduc], Investigator Bean is the first to arrive at the Hajney residence. And he quickly determines there’s cause for concern.”

The Hajney house, a snug, one-story dwelling with a big backyard, is outside Dryden, in McLean, a hilly old village settled in 1796. The village houses are done up in pale gray and mauve and preside over lawns so neat and green they look like carpeting. Wishing wells and statues of geese decorate the yards, flags flutter on porches, and there’s a farm in the middle
of town.

“There are a lot of people, concerned family members, inside the
house,” says Janie. “And the first obvious fact is: There’s a problem in the
bathroom.”

“There are signs of a struggle,” says Foley. “The shower curtain has
been pulled down: the soap dish is broken off.” On the towel rack is Jen’s
freshly washed purple-and-white cheerleading skirt. Sarah’s skirt is discovered
twirled over a drying rack in the basement.

“We start treating it as a crime scene,” says Janie. “Sarah’s parents
have gotten the call [they are in Bar Harbor, Maine, for a four-day vacation]
and are on their way back.”

The first break in the case occurs almost immediately: The Hajneys’
Chevy Lumina, which was missing, is found about seven miles from the
house in a parking lot of the Cortland Line Company, a well-known maker
of fly-fishing equipment. “The trunk is forced open by one of the uniformed
sergeants,” says Foley, “because we don’t know, of course: Are the girls in
the trunk?”

The trunk reveals that the girls have, in fact, been inside. Investigators
tear the car apart and find, among other things, mud, pine needles,
charred wood, blood, and diamond-patterned fingerprints suggesting the
kidnapper wore gloves, meaning this wasn’t some freak accident or a hotheaded
crime of passion. This was planned.

Outside the Hajney home, waiting behind the yellow police tape in
the cold night, is the other flyer on the cheerleading squad, Katie Savino.
Small, with sparkling dark eyes and the merriest laugh, more like a sylph
than a human girl, Katie is Sarah’s best friend. She watches the troopers
go in and out of the house, and waits—full of hope—to speak to an official.
What no one knows yet is that Katie could have been the third girl in the trunk. She had made plans to spend the night with Sarah and Jen but, at
the last moment, decided to stay home.

Saturday dawns with diaphanous skies. The day is so sunny, so clear, that
the natives, accustomed to clouds, find the silver-blue blaze almost disorienting.
“It’s a beautiful day,” says Kevin Pristash, a student affairs
administrator at State University of New York at Cortland, which is near
McLean and Dryden. “And suddenly these posters go up all over town.
GIRLS MISSING! It’s very eerie. Rumors are rampant. State troopers
are everywhere. Helicopters are flying overhead. I go to get gas, and an
unmarked car pulls up, and two guys from different police units get out.
They’re everywhere.”

Gary Gelinger, an investigator with the state police, is in McLean
interviewing the neighbors of the Hajney family. The first kitchen table
at which he is invited to sit on Saturday morning belongs to John
and Patricia Andrews. Their six-year-old son, Nicholas, attends Dryden
Elementary. From an upstairs bedroom, one can look down into the
Hajneys’ bathroom.

“John Andrews is not behaving appropriately,” says Janie. “Isn’t answering
questions appropriately, doesn’t seem to be aware of what’s going
on in the neighborhood. Investigator Gelinger reports back and just says:
‘Nah, this isn’t good. The next-door neighbor isn’t good at all.’”

Back when he attends Dryden High, John Andrews is a bashful boy. The
love of his life is cars. His old man has won a Purple Heart during one of his
three tours in Vietnam: he
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