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A FEW WORDS FROM THE AUTHOR
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WHILE LIVING IN BOSTON, nine months pregnant and expecting the birth of my first baby in the spring of 1962, I received a letter from Wallace Stegner at Stanford University. “I’m happy to tell you . . .” it read, and I thought, “Oh no, not now!” I had applied for a fellowship to the Stegner writing program at Stanford but never imagined winning one. But NOW? I could not accept . . . I was not available!

I talked with my husband. Could we possibly do this? Of course! He was absolutely in favor of our going to Stanford. This kind of opportunity comes only once in a lifetime, he said. I should not let it go by.

Our baby, a beautiful little girl, was born May 3rd. My mother took a trip to stay with us and help, but I was unhappy to have her there. Her intrusiveness was overwhelming. I turned away from her. She could not help but feel unwelcome and decided to leave early.

When the baby was three months old, we flew to California and in September I entered Wallace Stegner’s writing workshop at Stanford. What would I write about? I had earned my BA in English from the University of Florida, where I’d studied with my beloved teacher, Andrew Lytle. His advice was this: “There is only one way to write: you must follow the thread back into the labyrinth; there and only there you will find the meaning.” “Follow the thread . . .” Well, I’d just given birth to a baby. Could I write about that? A sentence came to me: “If I never have another baby . . . it will be because I won’t know what to do about my mother.”

There! I was in the labyrinth now and following the thread. Would it be fair to reveal the details of our unhappy visit? A writer must not allow herself to worry about hurting someone’s feelings when art calls for honesty. I wrote fast, sharing parts of my story in the workshop. When I finished it, I titled it “A Daughter of My Own,” and—since writers yearn to be published—I submitted the story to Redbook Magazine.

Once I put my story in the mail, I was ready to begin another. What else absorbed my attention, struck deeply to my core? Stories often germinate from an experience one thinks about incessantly. A lover lost. A friendship betrayed. A period of fear—perhaps fear of death. At once, I saw another possibility. My father’s brother had died the year before, and I had been to his funeral in New York. My dead uncle had looked to me almost like a twin of my father. I could barely glance at his body in his casket. I’d dreamed of that dead face. I would try to write something of what I’d seen and experienced; a complicated, devastating, heart-breaking story.

I typed page after page on my portable typewriter while my husband took care of our new baby. At last, when I read the story in our workshop, my fellow students looked somber. One young woman wiped tears from her eyes. Wallace Stegner nodded approval and added, “But one mustn’t get too confident. Anything can happen, and it will, you know. Writers must have a tough hide. They must expect dozens of rejections.” I thought perhaps I had a tough enough hide. I took a chance and mailed my story to The New Yorker.

Within the next month, the extraordinary thing happened. Redbook bought “A Daughter of My Own,” and The New Yorker bought “We Know That Your Hearts are Heavy.” My friends in the workshop hugged me! Wallace Stegner was proud! How lucky and fortunate I was! My life as a writer had begun in earnest. But Wallace Stegner was right about one thing—rejection squads were lining up to challenge me on many a day in the future.

Eventually, my husband took a position at a community college, and we had two more daughters. Raising three little girls under the age of five consumed almost all my energy, while at the same time giving me the experiences to write stories about young families and the complications of marriage. In time, I published forty-two stories in Redbook alone, and dozens more in literary magazines and journals.

I also began teaching. The poet Pablo Neruda, when receiving the Nobel Prize in 1971, said: “All paths lead to the same goal: to convey to others what we are.” What was I doing, or trying to do, if not that? I taught for ten years at a community college and later for thirty-two years at the California Institute of Technology.

Sometimes a story is not a large enough canvas on which to paint a vast and devastating loss. When my father was stricken by leukemia and died at the age of fifty-six, I was unable to regain my balance till I had written the many details of his struggle in my first novel An Antique Man.

My mother lived a long life, to ninety, while I accompanied her through her many iterations, from widow, to retirement home, to nursing home, and to death. As witness to her life, I wrote a group of “Anna” stories, several of which are in this volume.

Writers move through many seasons and in the more than sixty years since that letter arrived from Wallace Stegner, I have published novels, story collections, memoirs and most recently, a book of essays: Revelation at the Food Bank.

“Someone Should Know This Story” is both the name of this book and the wish of my heart.

—Merrill Joan Gerber


SOMEONE SHOULD KNOW THIS STORY


“THIS IS A VOICE FROM YOUR PAST”
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EVERY WOMAN gets a call like this sooner or later. The phone rings, a man says: “This is a voice from your past.” If you’re in the mood and the caller doesn’t find you in a room where other people are (particularly your husband), and if you have some time to spare, you might enjoy playing the game.

“Who is this?” I said, when my call came.

“Don’t you recognize my voice?”

“Not exactly.”

“Alvord’s class? Florida? Your senior year?”

I paused. There had been a number of young men in my life in college, in Florida, in my senior year—and most of them were in Alvord’s class.

This call—the first from Ricky—came just after I had given birth to my second daughter; I was living in California. When the phone rang I was in the kitchen cutting a hot dog into little greasy pieces for my two-year-old’s lunch and at the same time I felt my milk coming down, that sharp burning pain in both nipples, like an ooze of fire.

“Janet?” His voice was husky, or he was whispering. “This is a serious voice from your past. You know who I am. I think of you all the time. And I work at the phone company, I get free calls, so don’t worry about this long-distance shit, I can talk to you all night if I want to.”

“Tell me who you are,” I said, just stalling for time, but suddenly I knew and was truly astounded. I had thought of Ricky often in the kind of reveries in which we all engage when we count the lives that never were meant to be for us.

“You must know. I know you know.”

“Well, it must be you, Ricky, isn’t it? But I don’t have all night. I have two babies now, and I’m feeding them right this minute.”

“Is your old man there?”

“No.”

“Good, get the kids settled down and I’ll hold on. And don’t worry, I’m not going to complicate your life. I can’t even get to you. I’m in Pennsylvania—and out of money.”

“Hang on.” I did some things I had to do for the children and then talked to him with my big girl eating in her high chair a foot away from the frayed green couch where I reclined on a pillow, letting the baby suck from my breast. Ricky told me then that he couldn’t write a word anymore, it was killing him, he was drinking all the time, he had six kids, his wife was running around with someone else, and could I believe it, he, he, was working for the fucking phone company.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m really sorry, Ricky.”

It occurred to me that anything else I said would sound trite, like: “We all have to make compromises,” or “Maybe at some point we have to give up our dreams.” The fact was, I hadn’t given up mine but pursued it with a kind of dauntless energy. I didn’t count the dream that he might have been my true love because I knew even then, all those years ago, that it was impossible. When he read his brilliant stories in class, he was married and living with his wife in a trailer on the outskirts of the campus. He’d already written his prize-winning story that had brought our writing-class to its knees, the one that was chosen later for an O. Henry Award.

Alvord, our professor, a famous and esteemed novelist himself, had informed us in class, in front of Ricky, that the boy had been touched by the wand of the muse—he spoke of Ricky as if a halo gleamed over his head. He made it clear that none of us would ever reach the heights (and should not hope to) for which this golden boy was destined. “A talent like his,” he told us once, “is like a comet. It appears only once every hundred years or so.”

I clung to my own modest talent and I was working on it; I couldn’t envy Ricky his, based as it was in Catholic guilt to which I had no access (his stories were all about sin and redemption); what I envied during that hungry, virginal senior year of college was his wife, the woman he held in his arms each night, the one whose face was caressed by the gaze of his deep-seeing, supernaturally wise marble-blue eyes.

The day he called me in California as I sat nursing my baby girl, feeling the electric suck of her pulsing lips sizzle in a lightning rod strike from nipple to womb, I remembered an image of Ricky that rose up like an illumination—we were in the university library. Ricky had come in alone and had chosen to sit across from me at one of the long, mahogany tables where I was studying. He had his magic pencil in his long fingers and was bent over his lined notebook paper to create whatever piece of brilliant, remorse-filled prose he was writing. A long lock of his dirty-blond hair fell across his forehead, and his fingers scribbled, bent like crab pincers racing over the lined notebook page, wrote words that according to Alvord would turn out to be second only to James Joyce’s.

Ricky had told me that his wife worked in some office, typing business documents. He explained, in his breathy East Coast accent, that she was ordinary and dull and he had too young been seduced by her beauty, her astonishing breasts, and his own fierce desire. He assured me I knew him in a way that she never could. We had long earnest discussions after Alvord’s class, and in the cafeteria over coffee, and on benches in front of the library—debates about literature and genius (who knows now if their content held anything more remarkable than youth and idealism cooked up in a predictable collegiate stew?)

Still, that night in the library, he stopped his work to stare intensely at me across the table time after time—but didn’t smile. We were like conspirators, we knew we shared a plan, an ingenious plot to outfox time, mortality, death—we were both going to be famous writers, and we would—by our words alone—live forever.

At some point that evening—in his frenzy of writing—Ricky’s cramped fingers relaxed, his head dropped sideways onto his arm on the table-top, and he fell asleep in the library. He remained there, vulnerable and naked in my gaze, breathing as I knew he must breathe as he slept beside his wife in that trailer, his mouth slightly open, his blue-veined eyelids closed over his blue eyes, his nostrils flaring slightly with each breath.

I watched him till the library closed, watched his face and memorized every line of his fair cheek, the angle of his chin, watched fascinated as a thin thread of drool spooled from his slightly parted lips to the tabletop. I looked around me to be sure no one was near or watching. Then, before he woke, I very slowly moved my hand across the table and anointed the tip of my pencil with his silver spit.

The second time Ricky called me my husband was in the room. It was thirty years later, a day in late August. I—with a slow but certain fortitude—had written and published a number of novels by then. My three daughters were grown. The baby who had been at my breast at the time of his first call was in graduate school, and older than I had been when Ricky slept opposite my gaze in the library.

“Janet? This is a voice from your past.”

A warning bell rang in my chest. At that moment I was busy talking to my husband about some family troubles (my mother had had a stroke and we were about to put her in a nursing home) and I felt rudely interrupted. I wasn’t ready to engage in the game he wanted to play.

“Which past?” I said. “I have many.”

“It’s Ricky, your old buddy.”

“Ricky! How are you?” I said his name with some enthusiasm because he expected it, but I felt my heart sink because I knew I would have to listen to his troubles and I had no patience just then. The game of “remember what we meant to each other” had lost its appeal since by this time everyone I loved filled up my life completely. I had not even a small chink of space left for a latecomer. “Are you still living in Pennsylvania?”

“No, I’m right here!”

“Right here?” I looked down into my lap as if I might find him there.

“In sunny California. In your very city. And I’m here for good.”

“How did you know where to reach me? My number isn’t even listed!”

“I found one of your books back east and on the cover it said what city you lived in. So when I got here—and I want you to know I picked this city to settle in because of you—I went to the library and asked the librarian. I knew a librarian was bound to know where the city’s most famous writer lived. I told her I was your old buddy and she gave me your phone number.”

“I’m not famous, Ricky.”

“Me neither,” he said. “How about that?”

I told him I would call him back in a half hour—and in that time I explained to my husband, more or less, who he was. An old college friend. A used-to-be-writer. A drunk. I don’t know why I dismissed Ricky so unfairly. Something in his voice had put me on guard. And I could see that this tag with time was a game there was no sense in playing. I had settled into my ordained life like concrete setting in a mold, and I no longer trifled with the idea that I might want to change it. At least not by trailing after romantic visions. With a sense of duty, though, I phoned him back . . . and braced myself.

“You won’t believe the stuff that’s happened to me,” he said. He laughed—he almost cackled—and I shivered. “Can we get together?”

When I hesitated, he said, “I’ve been through AA, I’m a new person. I’m going to join up here, too, of course. The pity is that before I turned myself around I lost every friend I ever had.”

“How come?”

“How come? Because an alcoholic will steal from his best friend if he has to, he’ll lie with an innocent face like a newborn baby. There’s nothing I haven’t stooped to, Janet. I’ve been to the bottom, that’s where you have to be before you can come back. I’ve rented a little room in town here, and I’m hoping . . . well, I’m hoping that we can be friends again.”

“Well, why not,” I said. I had the sense my house had become a tunnel and I was getting lost in the dark.

“But mainly—I’m hoping you’ll let me come to your class. I want to get started writing again.”

“How did you know I teach a class?”

“It says on your book, Janet. That you teach writing at some university or other.”

“Well, you certainly are a detective, aren’t you?”

“I’m sly as a fox.”

“I guess you could visit my class when it begins again after Labor Day. I’ll tell my students that you studied with me in Alvord’s class. Since most of my old students will be coming back to take the advanced class, they already know about Alvord. In fact, I quote him all the time. We use all his old terms—’action proper,’ ‘enveloping action’—his dedication to point of view. Maybe we can even get a copy of your old prize story and discuss it.”

“Great. So when can we get this friendship on the road again?”

“Look—I’m having a Labor Day barbecue for my family and some friends on Sunday—why don’t you come? Do you have a car?”

“I can borrow one.”

“Do you need directions? I’ll have my husband give them to you.”

I called Danny to the phone and handed him the receiver. “Tell my friend Ricky the best way to get here.” I wanted Ricky to hear Danny’s voice, to know unequivocally that I was taken, connected, committed . . . that I wasn’t under any circumstances available.

A stranger rang the doorbell, a man eighty years old, skin jaundiced, skeletal bones shaping his face. The golden hair was thin and gray. Only his voice, with an accent on his tongue like the young Frank Sinatra, convinced me he was the same Ricky. When I shook his hand, I felt his skin to be leathery, dry. When I looked down, the nails were bitten to the quick.

He came inside. I felt him take in the living room in one practiced glance—the art work, the decorations, the furniture—and then we passed out the screen door to the backyard where the party was in progress.

Danny was on the patio, grilling hamburgers and hot dogs over the coals. My three daughters, one already married, and two home from their respective graduate schools, looked beautiful in their summer blouses and white shorts. I saw the backyard as Ricky must have seen it—alive with summer beauty, the plum tree heavy with purple fruit, the jasmine in bloom, the huge cactus plants in Mexican painted bowls growing new little shoots, fierce with baby spines.

My other guests included my sister and her sons, my eldest daughter’s husband, a few of my students, several women I had been in a book club with for the last fifteen years. Ricky looked around; I could feel him adding up my life and registering it in his bloodshot eyes.

I took him over to meet Danny and then said: “Let’s go sit on the swings and talk.” We tramped across the brilliant green of the grass to the old swingset where my daughters used to play. Ricky was wearing a formal gray wool suit, his bony frame almost lost inside its wide shoulders. He swung slowly back and forth, sitting on the splintery wood seat, his hands clutching the rusty chains. He talked looking forward, into air.

“My son Bobby is the one who invited me out to California. He made it big-time,” Ricky said, and laughed.

“Is he in movies?” I asked.

“Not exactly. He dove into a city pool in Philly and broke his spine. Now he’s in a wheelchair for life. I got him a sharp lawyer who brought a deep pockets lawsuit against the city. Bobby was awarded a million and a half bucks, enough to take care of him the rest of his life and, if I play it right, take care of me, too! My other kids don’t talk to me, so Bobby is my only salvation.”

“But why is he in California?”

“He’s living in a fantastic halfway house out here—the best in the world for paraplegics; Bobby gets all kinds of services, I even can bring my laundry over there and he’ll get it done for me free. And he’s got enough extra pocket money to help me pay my rent for a while till I get a job.”

“What a terrible thing to happen to him.”

“No, just the opposite. He was a beach bum, a loser. Now he’s got it all together, the whole future taken care of. I think he’s relieved. He can use his arms—he plays wheelchair basketball. He lifts weights. He gets counseling, he gets his meals served. Sometimes I wish I could change places with him. But no, I’m back at square one, looking for a job again.”

“No more phone company?”

Ricky made a strangling noise in his throat. “I’m going to write my novel, Janet. Finally. I’m going to get it together before I die. If I can sit in on your class, I figure it will start my motor again. You probably teach something like the way Alvord taught us. That old magic. Maybe I can feel that excitement again. I’m counting on it, it’s my last hope.”

“Do you ever hear from Alvord? Did you stay in touch?”

“In touch! I lived with him for a year in Florida when I was really down and out. He took me in, told me he loved me like a son. The trouble was he didn’t feed me, Janet. He offered me a place to stay on this farm of his, and then all I could find to eat in the house was Campbell’s soup. I think one day he actually hid the bacon from me so I couldn’t get my hands on it. So I had to take his truck into town with some money of his to get some food, but I’d been drinking again and I totaled it. He told me I had to leave. He gave me fifty bucks and bought me a train ticket back to Philly. But he was a pain, anyway, preaching to me all the time about being a man, taking responsibility for my kids. I swear, the man was a genius but he’s losing it, Janet. He’s in his eighties now. He used to think I walked on water.”

“We all did.”

“That’s why I came to live near you. You’re the only one on earth who really knows my genius.”

I didn’t actually count, but I had the sense Ricky ate at least five hamburgers, and as many hot dogs. He hung around the food table, his mouth going, not talking to anyone, but looking at my women friends, their faces, their forms. He looked my daughters up and down—there was no way to stop him. At one point he came to me and said, “Your daughters are really beautiful. All three of them. They have your soul in their eyes.” I wanted to distract him. I asked him how often he saw his son; he said, “As often as I can, he gives me CARE packages. I don’t have much food in the new place.”

After our guests left, I packed up all the leftovers for Ricky: potato chips, lukewarm baked beans, the remaining coleslaw, a package of raw hot dogs and buns to go with them, a quarter of a watermelon, lettuce and sliced tomatoes, even pickles, even mustard and ketchup.

“Listen, thanks,” he said. “You’re a lifesaver. You don’t know how lucky I feel to have found you again. Could I ask you one more favor, though? Would you mind if I came back tomorrow and used your typewriter? I need to write a letter to apply for a job. Someone gave me a tip about a job being night watchman in a truck yard. All I would have to do is sit in a little shed and watch for thieves. I figure I could write all night if I get it.”

My reaction was instinctive; I knew I didn’t want him back in my house again. “Why don’t you let me lend you my electric typewriter? I use a computer now, so I won’t need it for a while. I do love it, though—it’s the typewriter I wrote my first novel on.”

“Then maybe it will be lucky for me. I’ll guard it with my life.”

“Okay, give me a minute, I’ll go put it in its case.” I left him standing in the living room with my husband, but I heard no conversation at all—not even ordinary chatter. I could see why Danny was unable to think of a single thing to say to him.

Ricky finally left, laden like an immigrant—bags of food, paper, carbon paper, envelopes, stamps, my typewriter. He stuffed it all into the trunk of an old red car.

Danny and I watched him drive away. He didn’t wave—he tore from the curb like one possessed.

“Funny guy,” Danny said.

“I don’t think we know the half of it,” I told him.

I found Ricky’s O. Henry prize story in a book and had thirty photocopies made for my students. At the start of class I distributed the copies and told my students that at 7:30 a guest was arriving, a writer of unique skill and vision, a man we were honored to have visit our class. I warned them about the pitfalls of the writer’s life, how one could not count on it to earn a living, how so many talented writers fell by the wayside due to pressures of ordinary life. This visitor, I said, a very close friend of mine from the past who had missed what you might call “his window of opportunity,” hoped to join our class and work as hard as anyone in it. “He had a whole life in between of doing something else he had to do. All of you are young, at the start of your first life, and if you really want this, this is the time to do it.”

When Ricky arrived at my classroom, it was already almost nine PM. He apologized, saying the bus had been late. He was wearing a red V-necked sweater, and looked less cadaverous than at the barbecue, but still much older than his years. He seemed elated to find that a copy of his story was on every desk, and when one of the students asked him how he got the idea for it, he said, simply, “I had thought many times of murdering my brother.”

By then, we were already in the midst of having another student read his story; I told the class that next week we would discuss Ricky’s story.

I nodded for Harold to go on reading; his story was about a day in the cotton fields of Arkansas, and how the men, women and children picking cotton on a burning hot day reacted when the truck that delivered them failed to leave off drinking water. When the last line had been read, Ricky spoke out in the exact tones of our teacher, Alvord.

“It comes alive on the last page, finally, you see, because it uses all the senses. Since a crying baby can seduce a reader from the very death of Hamlet himself, the writer must bring everything to life. And you do, young man! You do!”

The class was silent, and then a few students applauded Harold and then everyone did—till his embarrassed smile lit up the room. I announced that we would take our usual ten minute break. When the class had filed out, I thought I would find Ricky waiting to talk to me about my students, to tell me how the class had seemed to him, if it would suit his purposes. But he left the room without a glance in my direction, and when I looked out into the hall, I saw him in deep conversation with one of my students, a young woman. When the class reconvened, neither one of them returned for the second half.

At seven the next morning, my student phoned me. “This is Alice Miller. I’m so sorry to disturb you,” she said, “but your friend, the famous writer, borrowed my car last night. We went out for coffee and afterward he said he had an urgent errand to go on, he practically got on his knees to beg to borrow the car. He said that although he knew I didn’t know him very well, you could vouch for him, and he promised he would have my car back in my carport by midnight. He borrowed ten dollars, too. He never came back. And I can’t get to work without it!”

“I’ll see if I can reach him at the number I have for him,” I told her. “I’m so sorry. I’ll call you right back.”

But his landlady did not find him in his room. I called Alice back and told her I could only imagine that there was some emergency with his son who was a paraplegic. I reassured her that he would surely have the car back to her very shortly but in the meantime to take a taxi to work, that I would pay for it.

I learned later that when finally Ricky did return the car to Alice, he never even rang her bell. He left the car at the curb. She found the inside of it littered with cigarette butts, racing forms, empty paper cups, and the greasy wrappers from McDonald’s hamburgers. The gas tank was totally empty. There was not even enough gas left in the tank for Alice to get to a gas station to fill it up.

Toward the end of September, I was about to apply for a fellowship and realized that I needed my typewriter to fill out the application form. My anger overcame my revulsion, and I dialed the number Ricky had originally given me. His landlady answered and informed me that he’d moved out bag and baggage—that “he shipped out to sea.”

“To sea!” I imagined him on a whaling ship, thinking he was Melville, or more likely that he was one of the sailors in Stephen Crane’s story about men doomed at sea, “The Open Boat,” a piece of work whose first line Alvord had often quoted: “None of them knew the color of the sky.”

But my typewriter! I wanted it, it was mine. I felt as if Ricky had kidnapped one of my children.

“Let it go,” my husband said. “It’s an old typewriter, I’ll get you a new one, it doesn’t matter. Write it off as a business loss. Write him off—your old friend—if you can as one of those mistakes we all make in life.”

In the days following, I had trouble sleeping. I held imaginary conversations with Ricky, by turns furious, accusatory, damning, murderous. “I trusted you!” I cried out, and in return I heard his laugh . . . his cackle. Alvord had often talked about evil in his class; the reality of it, how it existed, how it was as real as the spinning globe to which we clung.

Days later, in a frenzy, I began calling hospitals, halfway houses, rehab clinics, trying to find the place where Ricky’s son lived—if indeed he had a son.

“Don’t do this to yourself,” Danny said. He saw me on the phone, sweating, asking questions, shaking with anger, trembling with outrage.

But one day I actually located the boy. He was in a hospital in a city only a half hour’s drive from my house. I named his name, Bobby, with Ricky’s last name, and someone asked me to wait, they would call him to the phone. And a man picked up the phone and said “Yes? This is Bobby.”

I told him I was a friend of his father, that his father had my typewriter.

“Oh sure, I know about that. You’re his old friend. He left the typewriter here with me. You can come and get it.” His voice had the same tones as Ricky’s voice. The same seductive sound—the “Oh sure” a kind of promise, the “come and get it” the serpent’s invitation.

“His landlady said he went to sea . . .?” I felt I must have another piece of the puzzle, at least one more piece.

“Yeah—he got a job teaching English on a Navy ship. I told him he better take it, he wasn’t going to freeload off me the rest of his life.”

“I’m sorry,” I said to the boy. “I’m sorry about your accident . . . and about your troubles with your father.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it. It’s nothing new. But if you want his address on the ship I could give it to you.”

“No—thank you,” I said. “I don’t want it. I think your father and I have come to a parting of the ways. Good-bye, Bobby, I wish you good luck.”

“You, too,” Bobby said. “Anyone who knows my father needs it.”

Then, two years after I talked to his son, I got the third phone call. “This is a voice out of your fucking past.”

“Hello, Ricky.” My heart was banging so hard I had to sit down.

“I heard from my son you want your goddamned typewriter back.”

“No, no—”

“You’ll have it back. It’s in little pieces. I’ll be on your doorstep with it in twenty minutes.”

“I don’t want it, Ricky. Don’t come here! Keep it.”

“I said you’ll have it back. I always keep my word, you fucking . . .”

“Please, keep it. I don’t need it! Keep it and write your book on it!”

“Just expect me,” Ricky said. “I’ll be there, you can count on it. Watch out your window for me.”

And so I did. For a week. For a month. I keep watching and sometimes, when the phone rings, I let it ring and don’t answer it.


TELL ME YOUR SECRET

[image: images]

THE TIME WAS the fifties and everything we young women did was fraught with danger. We could get pregnant, we could get raped, we could get lost, we could get seduced, our boyfriends could beg us to iron all their shirts for a year and then not marry us after all. We couldn’t get diaphragms without a doctor’s appointment but couldn’t ask to be fitted for one unless we were about to be married. If we, somehow—heaven forbid—became pregnant, we’d heard that Puerto Rico was the only place we could get an abortion that wouldn’t kill us. We were suspected of lascivious behavior as a matter of fact: the campus dress code was rigid and demanded that we not wear shorts more than one inch above the knee, and then only under a non-transparent raincoat, and only for essential sporting events. The dorm mothers rushed around the lounges where we met our young men, ordering us to keep “all four feet on the floor at all times.” And of course no men, not even our fathers, were allowed into our dorm rooms.

Those of us who aspired to education learned soon enough that the college administrators at our Florida university were seriously unwilling to give graduate fellowships or teaching assistantships to women, convinced as they were that we’d run off and get married and that men were better risks and more deserving in every case.

Our mothers let us know they hoped for the best, especially that we would be engaged before graduation since afterward, because we’d all be elementary school teachers, the chances of our meeting marriageable men would be negligible. Our fathers, knowing how men are, feared the worst, that we would lose our virginity before being spoken for, but none of them—being men themselves—ever talked to us face-to-face about their concerns.

In spite of all this, I kept humming along in a little cocoon of self-direction, certain that none of society’s prescriptions for me were going to affect the outcome of my future. I would get a fellowship if I wanted one, a husband and babies in the right order if I wanted them, and no one I didn’t want to get my virginity would get it. I would stay as innocent as I wanted to be for as long as I wanted to be.

An event that upset my grip on this blind certainty happened on a Saturday in the month of May, just before final exams of my junior year. I was in my dorm room ironing a dotted-Swiss pink party dress with fitted bodice and scoop neck and a little white bow at its center. I had just come back from town where I’d bought pink leather flats to go with my dress, and I’d also had my hair cut short so that—with just a toss of my fingers—curls would shimmer all over my head. I was twenty years old and as pretty as I would ever be in this life.

Tonight, in the woods at the edge of town, there would be a party at the home of my psychology professor—Barton Flack, a bearded and attractive man, who—in the classroom—sat on the edge of his desk, tapping his shined loafers against the wooden deskedge as he lectured. He was famous for inventing a board game that was selling out all over the country and making him a millionaire. With the proceeds, Barton (as he asked us to address him in the interests of equality) had built a modern glass and wood house deep in a forest of Florida pines, with bedrooms separate from the house and ringing the living area like a circle of motel rooms. (He raised his brows suggestively when he described these rooms to the girls who hung around his desk after class.)

He had intimated all semester that when school was out, he’d throw a party like none other and a couple of his selected favorites would be invited to meet some mystery guests, friends of his from the intellectual and art worlds who would surely raise a few hairs on our heads.

Iconoclast that he was, he still had to get around authoritarian rule: girls had to be back in the dorms by curfew. He had to figure out how we could spend the night at his place. We told him we lived under a microscope: each time we left for the evening we were required to sign out on a card kept in a box at the reception desk. We had to state our destination, the name of our companion(s), and our expected time of return. When we came back (if we had the good fortune not to get seduced and left for dead in the lime quarry) we had to certify and initial our time of return.

Barton arranged a deception for me and another student of his by inveigling a couple of his women friends to pretend they were our “aunts” who would appear before the dorm mothers and testify in writing that they were our relatives and were taking us off campus for a night of wholesome and purely educational activities. The opera, perhaps. The other girl, Diane Weinberger, who also lived in my dorm, had agreed to cooperate in the plot. She was not my friend, this short, plain, ordinary-looking girl who never wore makeup, who wore glasses, who was a math major, and who had the distinct look of a lesbian about her (or so some said. I had no experience with lesbians, so left it to those who knew better). Barton seemed to admire her serious demeanor, her powerful mind, and her indifferent dress—she seemed an iconoclast also—at a time when there weren’t many around who were girls.

As I prepared for the party, ironing my dress and packing a small overnight case with clothes for the next day, my roommate, Flora Lu Matterfield, sat like a hippopotamus on her bed wearing her elastic chin-lift device, and watched me with a look of despair on her face.

“Honey bun, I’m worried about you, going to that man’s house for the night, with God knows what’s going to happen out there in the woods. You know that man has a reputation! He knows female psychology, he’s famous for it, so that’s why he can convince you you’re going out there for some so-called party when he could be planning to sell you down the river into white slavery. Otherwise why wouldn’t he want to get you back here safe and sound by curfew?” Her mouth, held in an unnatural position by the elastic straps, caused her to speak as if she were under water.

“Parties in the real world don’t even get started till around midnight, Flora Lu. How can I expect him—the host—to deliver me back here by curfew?”

“Well, if they find your body in the swamp,” Flora Lu said lugubriously, “I refuse to testify in court and say I warned you. I won’t muddy your name. I’ll just pretend I never saw you pack your little pink lacy nightgown in that little case. I didn’t see a thing.”

“It’s not lace. It’s cotton-flannel, Flora Lu.”

“In the dark, who will know the difference?”

Flora Lu was frowning and mumbling to herself and leafing through Bride’s Magazine and I was putting the finishing touches on my dress when the room buzzer sounded. I went to the intercom and buzzed back.

“Special Delivery for Franny at the front desk.”

“I’ll be right down.” I tried to imagine who would send me a Special Delivery. Maybe I was being notified that I’d won a poetry contest I’d entered. Maybe it was from Ted, a young man with whom I’d been pen pals for years. He liked to shock me by sending bizarre packages. Once, after he visited Italy, he sent me little sealed bottles of polluted water from the Venetian Canals.

The girl at the desk handed me a blue airmail envelope, with scrawls all over it that said: “RUSH! PRIVATE! URGENT! PERSONAL!” The return address was from Billy Carp, a childhood friend of mine who still lived in Brooklyn, where I’d grown up. I took the letter upstairs and read the first sentence: “Dear Franny, I saw your grandmother this morning and I will see her again this afternoon.” This puzzled me. Why would Billy see her in any case? She was 87 years old; I hadn’t seen her in several years, myself. She was in a nursing home, paralyzed by a stroke. My aunt lived nearby and visited her daily. My aunt and Billy’s mother were friends, but Billy was at Brooklyn College and wouldn’t normally be seeing my grandmother. “No one here wanted to tell you this, but I feel it’s my duty as your friend to be sure you know the truth. Your parents have always protected you from the realities of life, whereas my mother always let me have it right up front, from the day my father died when I was twelve to the lovers my mother brought home when I was in high school.”

Feeling alarmed, I turned the page over and read the end of the letter.

“She was old anyway, and her life wasn’t worth much. Don’t lose too much sleep over this. It’s the way of the world. Love from your good friend, Billy.” Now I scanned the letter in panic, looking for the operational phrase, which finally I found. “Your grandmother died today of massive blood loss from bleeding ulcers. Your folks didn’t plan to tell you this till after you finished your final exams. I went with my mother and your aunt to the hospital this morning, and we’ll be going to the Jewish Funeral Home this afternoon.”

I sat down on my bed.

“Honey, you’re white as a ghost. Tell Flora Lu what’s wrong.”

“My grandmother died.”

“Lord a mercy,” she said. She put down her magazine. “Well, I guess you can just forget your little party now.” She stared at my face and then pulled off her chin-lift device. “Honey, you stay here with me and I’ll take good care of you. We’ll light a little candle and pray together for her precious soul that just passed on.”

I left my room, walked out the back door of the dorm and followed the path out to the miniature golf course. I looked up: trees, sky. The great glory of Nature. Death. Death was part of Nature. I knew I wasn’t feeling the proper emotions. This was bad news. My mother’s mother dead. Someday it would be my mother, then me. I kept pushing myself into different slots, trying to know what to feel. Where were my tears? Where was my heart? Why wasn’t I crying? Why, in fact, was I thinking about my pink dress and worrying that now I probably wouldn’t get to wear it tonight? I suddenly remembered my father’s older sister, my aunt who had committed a terrible crime in our family. I’d heard her black heart cursed many times: “Did you know that the night her mother died your Aunt Ruth actually went to a party?” It was the worst that could be said about her—this horror she had committed, this taint she had brought down on the family. Privately I had always thought it wasn’t such a bad thing to do: if you had a party to go to and someone died, why not go to your party? The dead wouldn’t particularly care, would they? If they loved you, they’d want you to go on having your life.

I definitely wanted to have my life. In fact, I had a feeling that some part of it was actually going to start tonight, at the party. My anger swung toward Billy. Why hadn’t he minded his own business? Now I had an obligation to feel bad. I’d have to call home and argue with my parents, blaming them for treating me like a child. I would get upset, I might cry, I’d lose my dreamy party rhythm (I was losing it already), and I’d be too far gone to think of going anywhere.

Maybe I could just pretend the letter hadn’t arrived. It was just a matter of information. Why not imagine I simply didn’t know about this death and continue to feel happy? I could go back upstairs and choose which necklace to wear to decorate the scoop neckline of the dress—a small, final act of grace I had been looking forward to all day. If only I hadn’t told Flora Lu!

I looked up at the dorm windows and I felt that, against my will, the entire landscape of my world had changed. I was now obligated to think about the meaning of death, the short span of man’s life, how life was, as we had learned in Shakespeare class, “a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage and then is heard no more . . . a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing . . .”

Right now I was supposed to be shedding tears, trying to remember little things about my grandmother and starting to miss her. I also should probably be thinking about God and his role in all this, if there was a God and if he had a role. This was all very far from my present interests. Light years away. The deeper meanings of life seemed totally irrelevant to me. Why should I waste my time on such useless pondering?

At 8 p.m., as soon as the buzzer rang in my room, I hurried out with my little suitcase despite Flora Lu’s pronouncement that I was bound to go to hell for this. The “aunt” who came to sign me out at the front desk wore an emerald-green satin dress, gold earrings shaped like serpents, and sling-back suede high-heels. As I came down the ramp into the lobby, she teetered toward me in little mincing steps because of the narrowness of her dress and held her arms out to embrace me. As she hugged me to her visibly pointed breasts, waves of her perfume blazed into my eyes and made them tear. Since she apparently had already completed her paper-work with the dorm mother, she put her arm around me, took my overnight case in her free hand, and walked me toward the door. Just then Diane Weinberger arrived in the lobby and I saw a woman in a navy blue suit—carrying an alligator handbag—rise from a chair and walk toward her. Another embrace took place: Diane stood like a stick of concrete while the woman exclaimed about how pretty she looked. (Diane was dressed in brown corduroy pants and a man’s plaid shirt.)

“Shall we go?” my new friend advised. She led me out the door. I gave myself up to her, let her put me into her red sports car, let her speed away into the night with me, and allowed her to deliver me into the labyrinth of the professor’s dark woods.

All of the guests at the party, standing in the circular, brightly lit living room, holding drinks and paper plates of food, were reflected back upon themselves from the great panes of glass that looked into the black forest. It seemed a scene from a horror movie: while they were all blindly chattering away and eating hors d’oeuvres, the woods were closing in on them like an iron trap and would shortly devour them.

I would surely be afraid to live here myself, walking alone through the house at night, reading unprotected in the glare of the bright lights, while outside, surrounding me, the mysterious woods hid whatever eyes might be looking in at me.

Barton had furnished his new house with orange furniture—strangely-shaped plastic orange tables, orange canvas cloth laid over black metal chair frames, orange Chinese paper lanterns, orange ash trays. My professor circulated among his guests; he was smoking a cigar. His shoes were especially highly polished, his beard neatly trimmed, pointed and giving him a little air of the devil. He put his arm around me and told me I looked beautiful.

Leading me around the circular room, he introduced me to his friends: a South American diplomat (a tall, hairy, bearlike man with a sweet smile), an actress (the woman in green satin who was my “aunt”), a poet, a playwright, the owner of an alligator farm, a professor of philosophy.

Diane Weinberger stood under an orange paper lantern talking to the diplomat; her hands hung at her sides, holding neither cup nor plate. The man kept offering his plate to her, and finally he picked up a shrimp wrapped in bacon and popped it into her mouth. When she had swallowed, she opened her mouth for another.

Music was playing: Yma Sumac singing one of her weird and unearthly songs—she was a woman whose voice had an uncanny range, from bass to highest soprano. I’d heard her on the radio—she gave me the feeling that if I listened to her too long I would be driven insane.

I told myself that I was finally at the professor’s party, the party I had so badly wanted to attend and for which I had prepared for days. The party that promised so much and for which I had betrayed the moral teachings of my upbringing and made an enemy of my roommate. Since I was here, I was duty-bound to enjoy myself. And if Diane Weinberger—a girl as Jewish as I was—could eat shrimp and bacon, so could I. I piled my plate high. I ate at least a dozen of these delicacies; they were delicious, the white chewy forbidden shrimp circled by the fried, crisp, salty, flesh of pig.

There was dancing and drinking long into the night. No one danced with me, but I sat in an orange chair and watched those who did. Barton and the actress-in-satin moved their bodies together in ways I didn’t know was possible. At some point, during a lull in the music, my professor brought out his board game and we all sat down on the orange rug in a circle to play his invention: “Tell Me Your Secret.”

There was the traditional gameboard and the conventional die to throw. Unlike Monopoly that frequently sent you to jail, this game had instructions on the board to “Go Back To Your Mother’s Womb” or “Confess In The Palace of Dreams” or “Take A Card From The Treasure Cave.”

The cards were dangerous as quicksand: they required that each player tell a secret. “Tell your most embarrassing memory.” “Tell about the time you stole something from a store.” “Tell about the night you saw your parents in bed together.” “Tell about the first time you played doctor as a child.” Each time a member of the party hesitated, Barton would pour his guest another glass of champagne, and the others would urge him on. There was much laughter and then, eventually—a secret was blurted out, after which there was even more laughter. The things I heard were shocking to me; I felt I needed a long time to think about each confession, to understand what its impact on the person might have been. Everyone else, though, would listen to a confession, laugh knowingly, and then look up, ready and waiting for the next revelation.

My turn was coming up soon. The South American diplomat told of how, when he was fourteen, he had had sex with his cousin, a woman of twenty-five. Diane Weinberger revealed that her older brother used to read dirty stories to her and then gave her a nickel to rub his penis “till it popped and the scum came out.” She stated this with cool satisfaction. Then she admitted she didn’t think any man could ever excite her as much as her brother had in their youth.

How could I play this game? What comparable thing could I say—that I had once read a scene in a novel called “God’s Little Acre” about a girl getting spanked with a hairbrush and it interested me unduly so that I read it over several times and still remembered it? Or that I had taken a quarter from the dresser of one of my girlfriends and hid it in my sock when I was eleven years old? I began to think of Flora Lu with longing; oh to be back in my dorm room, safe under the blankets, the lights long out after the more-than-reasonable curfew, which was designed for my own good!

Now some truth would be extracted from me and transform me in the minds of others—and even my own—into a different person. In the next few moments, I would lose my privacy forever.

The die were put in my hands by my professor. “Have courage!” he whispered to me. “The truth will set you free.”

I cast the die. I moved my game piece. I chose my card and read it.

“Tell the thing you are most ashamed of.”

I looked around the circle at the faces of the guests who now seemed to wait in judgement for my confession. Everyone’s eyes were upon me, everyone’s mouths seemed loose and limp, hanging open with lascivious hunger.

“I came to this party . . .” I said, “even though I just learned today . . . I came here even though . . . my grandmother died.” I waited for the glass walls of the professor’s house to implode, for one of the glass shards to pierce my heart. I thought of my mother, broken-hearted at home, and of my father, who would die of grief to see me here, besotted with champagne and fattened to bursting with bacon and shrimp.

“How old was she?” the actress asked.

“She was 87.”

“Oh well. That doesn’t count then, you can’t be guilty about that!” she said. “She lived long enough. It has to be something you’re really ashamed of.”

“It counts.” Barton defended me. He came and knelt beside me and put his arm around my shoulder. “She is ashamed. That’s what Franny has to tell you. That’s what you have to accept. The rules of the game are that you can’t challenge what someone feels is her truth.”

I passed the die to the next person in the circle. She tossed them and I was forgotten. I excused myself and went to find the orange bathroom where all the little orange soaps were in the shapes of women’s breasts. I wanted to cry, but I had had too much champagne to be able to get near the place where my tears resided.

It was nearly dawn and I was half-asleep in a chair when the actress offered to lead me to my guest room for the night. Just as we had heard, the bedrooms were separate from the house, arranged in a row of motel-like rooms, their walls, like those in the house, made entirely of glass that looked into the woods on two sides. I went into the bathroom which adjoined the guest room on the other side and locked both doors in order to get undressed out of view of the windows, to put on my cotton-flannel nightgown and brush my teeth, like a good girl. Through the door I could hear the voices of Diane Weinberger and the South American diplomat. He had a deep booming laugh, like rolling thunder. Her laugh was high and whiny, but full of a strange, giddy joy. Soon they stopped talking and began gasping and guffawing breathlessly as if they were tickling one another.

I got into bed and shut off the bedside lamp as fast as possible. With the light off, I could see a few feet into the woods by the glow of light coming from the next room. The pine trees were enormous, weighted down by Spanish Moss that waved in the wind like witches’ hair.

From the other side of the wall I could hear the noises of Diane Weinberger and the hairy man. I could hear the bedsprings rumble, I could hear her high cries and his low groans. I listened, totally alert, for a very long time. Holding onto the sides of my bed, I traveled with them on their ride, their slow, deliberate journey over the twists and turns of the tracks, inching up the roller coaster to the screaming, blinding pitch of sensation. After their last screams, someone turned off the light in their room, plunging the woods into darkness.

I lay there, hot in my bed under the sheet, smelling the scent of sawdust from the new wood flooring. Heat lightning flashed in the sky and the rumble of thunder vibrated through the room. With every flash of light, I thought I saw a face looking in the huge window. I begged myself to go to sleep.

Through the glass I watched the full moon riding under and over the blowing storm clouds till it was buried in blackness. Again I saw a face at my window. The door, which had no lock on it, opened slowly and Barton Flack’s voice whispered my name.

“Franny? Are you awake? There’s a big storm blowing in. It can get pretty fierce out here; I didn’t want you to be afraid.”

“I’m not afraid,” I said.

My professor came and sat down on the edge of my bed. He was wearing some kind of loose caftan; he found my hand and began to stroke my arm.

“This has been a very strange night for you, Franny,” he said. “I know you’ve been very, very careful in your life so far. I just want to tell you—there’s no prize for being careful.” He reached up and touched my face. Then he leaned forward, cupped my head in his hands and kissed my lips very gently. “You could come into bed with me and my friend,” he said. “We could ride out the storm together. It could be one of our secrets.”

He waited for my answer. After a great burst of lightning, the moon appeared again in the sky. My white-haired grandmother was by now deep under the ground, cold as stone, still as stone, giving up her soft flesh to the history of the earth. “The sun shall not smite her by day, nor the moon by night,” I heard in my mind. My own history was just beginning. How short a time lay ahead to be under sun and moon.

My professor was standing now beside my bed, his hand extended to me. “Come,” he invited me. “We will enjoy the night.”

After a moment, I let him pull me to my feet.
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