

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Copyright

Dedication

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41


Other Girls

By Diane Ayres

Copyright 2023 by Diane Ayres

Cover Copyright 2023 by Ginny Glass and Untreed Reads Publishing

Cover Design by Ginny Glass

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages embodied in critical articles or in a review. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, dialogue and events in this book are wholly fictional, and any resemblance to companies and actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

www.untreedreads.com


To My True Heart, Stephen Fried


PROLOGUE

The Dingus

The handbook that was presented to each incoming freshwoman came right out with it:

WILLARD COLLEGE FOR WOMEN—WHERE A WOMAN

CHOOSES HER OWN DESTINATION…

The ellipsis was included, presumably, to imply that anything could happen.

The handbook was embossed in post-psychedelic typeface, bold condensed, on glossy bond paper in the school colors: white and off-white.

“Yes, well,” as one professor put it with the same big sigh every September, “Welcome to WCW.”

Six hundred women between the ages of seventeen and twenty-three would assemble during the coming week at this, one of the oldest, fully accredited liberal arts colleges for women in the nation. The school was situated in the residential bosom—or cleavage rather, considering the rolling topography—of a neighborhood called Upper Alban Hill, in what was surely America’s Most Romantic City: Weston, Pennsylvania.

The class of ’78 and parents were milling around the parlors of Willard House, their stately student union for the traditional Bloody Mary Brunch, where they met those members of the faculty most inclined to tout the school when cocktails were in order. For this assurance of Good Will and True Wit in the WCW spirit, the public relations office counted invariably on the English Department.

Dr. Beatrice Ellis Brock, herself an “alum,” class of ’65, was especially good with the “frosh” and their parents when she was “schnockered,” as she said, which seemed more like a word in Middle English to describe some movement of her spindly knees. Dr. Brock charmed easily on the school’s behalf, having perfected the old “pleased to be a dingbat teacher, yes indeedy,” routine, confounding everybody with word play. Referencing archaic and spurious words, her digits fluttered through the tissue sheets of the O.E.D. even when it wasn’t really there.

“Let’s see, ah…” scattering the ash of her queen-sized cigarette, “I’m thinking of a device. What is it? Ah yes!” Brightening. “A dingus.” Those moms and dads and daughters she was holding captivated at the Bloody Mary Brunch all shifted nervously or tittered, “Oh dear,” assuming that Dr. Brock was talking about a dildo—a device too often associated with exclusively female institutions by men with limited imaginations.

But “No, actually,” Dr. Brock explained, “I meant ‘dingus’ not in the sense of some ‘unmentionable thing,’ but in the sense of a ‘contrivance.’”

The ice cubes in her third Bloody Mary chuckled maniacally. She stood in some etymological reverie that no one dared to disturb. She was talking about the necessary artifice of small colleges. But few of her listeners grasped that, and least of all owned up to what they could not grasp, being more determined to maintain some upper-middle-class pretense than to seek comprehension. Essentially then, this was a little test. Their first quiz.

Dr. Brock’s ability to bowl over their parents by saying things like dingus right in their faces and getting away with it made her instantly popular with the students. Although they soon found out that being in the apostolate of Dr. Brock had a price. At the tutorial boards of her “favorites,” for instance, Dr. Brock had a tradition of serving her own homemade mead. “Lemon juice,” she would explain to her tutees, smacking deliciously, “over eggshells sitting in the cellar for weeks,” as if they didn’t have enough trouble trying to get the stuff down, hoping to God she wouldn’t force-feed them her favorite recipe for blood pudding.

“Please excuse me,” said Dr. Brock, suddenly bowing out of the group whose minds she had been boggling. Her distraction coincided with the entrance of a fellow with a neatly grizzled beard who looked exactly his age, which was forty. Dr. Geoffrey Maddocks, Chair of the English Department.

“Yoo-hoo! Geoffrey!”

Dr. Maddocks spewed smoke as he groaned and pivoted. Dr. Brock reminded him of a schnauzer in a tabard sometimes, especially when she was wearing one of those woolly numbers she had pulled from her enchanted spinning wheel, inspired, no doubt, by her exploits in the Society for Creative Anachronism. Her pageboy looked to be permanently matted from the hood of chainmail she had worn over the weekend at some creatively anachronistic massacre.

“Yoo-hoo!”

Dr. Maddocks tried to dodge Dr. Brock around the buffet table, but he found himself trapped instead between a monstrous sideboard and her pointy extremities.

“Geoffrey.”

“Beatrice.”

“How are you?”

“Tolerably well, thank you. And you?”

“Pissed,” she replied, meaning “drunk” to an American stricken with Anglophilia.

Dr. Maddocks actually harrumphed.

“Free booze and caviar before noon? Why not?”

“It’s not caviar. It’s lumpfish. Albeit, top-shelf lumpfish.” Dr. Maddocks was forever grumbling about the bourgeois nonsense of private schools, even though he had attended, taught at and sent his own children to them.

“How was your summer, Geoffrey?”

“Splendid,” he lied, considering his wife had left him for another man in June, sued him for divorce in July, and tried to turn their two grown children against him in August. He was not in the mood for Dr. Brock’s leathery puss and play daft commentary, and as she was also sloshing her Bloody Mary in close proximity to his khaki chinos, Dr. Maddocks put her off by firing up a cigarette in her face.

“Oh,” she brightened responsively, like the little girl that she had never really been, “may I ‘bum’ one of those?” affecting the lingo of her students.

And Dr. Maddocks rolled his eyes even as he said “certainly,” because Dr. Brock was forever bumming cigarettes, an affront to his frugal nature.

All right, that wasn’t it entirely. There was also the matter of Dr. Brock being on the tenure track and Dr. Maddocks wanting to derail her.

“Do you intend to oppose me, Geoffrey?”

She was referring to his position as head of the Faculty Promotions and Tenure Committee.

“Bea, for pity’s sake. This is neither the time nor the place.”

She was looking directly into his face, and there was nothing eccentric about her then. They were both remembering the time they had found themselves afloat in a sea of dry sherry at a faculty shindig. He had offered her a ride home—actually, he had insisted because she was even further beyond the legal limit than he was. Evidently, she mistook his stern concern for “passion’s slave.” He pulled up (very slowly) to the curb in front of her apartment building and put his car into park, assuming she would bid him anon and simply exit, stage right. But it turned out Dr. Brock mistook the tipsy idling of the engine as a sure sign Dr. Maddocks was just pausing long enough to pop in a refreshing breath mint, and would be revving up his own engine immediately. Dr. Brock was on him faster than Mistress Quickly. In her defense, she had not been with a man since the invention of the printing press.

“Oh, Geoffrey,” she had burbled—if that was a word.

“Oh Lord,” he had replied, remembering the rules of civil defense he ducked and covered. He considered himself fortunate, indeed, that no damage had been done, except, of course, for his eternal mortification. But he had long since been resigned to endure whatever fate having been weaned on the Protestant Ethic.

“You’re looking gaunt, Geoffrey. Have you been on a hunger strike?” He had a reputation for getting involved with liberal causes. “By the way, I meant to ask you, what do you know about a frosh named Elizabeth Breedlove?”

“Breedlove? Why do you ask?”

“She was signed up for my Brontë seminar and I just found out that she was bumped. What do you know about this?”

“Quite a bit, as a matter of fact, Beatrice. Your seminar was overbooked, so Miss Breedlove was placed in Dr. Crews’ seminar.”

“Why wasn’t I consulted about this?” She regarded him with a courtly suspicion. “Don’t tell me Dr. Crews is behind this?”

“I sent you a memo. And—oh, say—here’s Dr. Crews now. Hello, friend!” he bellowed affably in another direction. “How the hell are you?”

The statuesque professor to whom Dr. Maddocks so eagerly offered his hail-fellow hand—and not just to get away from Dr. Brock either but because he truly felt a great affection—was Dr. Josephine “Jojo” Crews, Chair of the Psychology Department. Dr. Crews and Dr. Maddocks had been tennis-playing, beer-drinking, and politicking buddies for years.

The warmth with which he addressed his colleague only served to rub more lemon juice into Dr. Brock’s eggshell wounds, because she had some aversion to Dr. Crews, the exact nature of which she would never divulge. They had been classmates at WCW, though they were never friends. Now, she resented the chummy relationship that Dr. Maddocks and Dr. Crews enjoyed on the basis of certain liberal, democratic, and feminist principles, which offended Dr. Brock, who was “something of a Tory” herself. Dr. Crews had just returned from Paris, her last stop after spending the summer break traveling through Third World countries with an international women’s group active in the politics of birth control.

Dr. Crews was a woman accustomed to being observed, revered, and sometimes feared. As she mingled with colleagues and students, she was able to pick up or transmit even the most subtle glancing admiration or hostility, with extraordinary deftness and discretion. There was something brilliantly sly about her as she swayed back and forth, lean and gracefully draped in an embroidered dashiki she had picked up in Ghana. At certain turns the garment would offer a slice of her lovely gams.

“Excuse me, Josephine,” Dr. Brock cut in, “What do you know about an incoming frosh named Elizabeth Breedlove?”

“‘Incoming,’ Bea? You make it sound like air traffic control. Ms. Breedlove is in my seminar.”

“Ms.?!” Dr. Brock exclaimed. “You’re not serious about using that loathsome ‘Ms.’ are you? Must you ‘radical feminists’ take the innocence and charm out of everything? Ms. It sounds so smarmy. But that’s beside the point. Elizabeth Breedlove was in my seminar.”

Dr. Crews exchanged a sidelong glance with Dr. Maddocks to indicate they were restraining some amusement. “As I understand it, Bea, you had one too many.”

“Miss Breedlove is an English major. She should be in my Brontë seminar, or at least in Geoffrey’s, er, multimedia thing.”

And here Dr. Maddocks was compelled to protest. “I would hardly call my Classicism seminar a ‘multimedia thing.’”

While Dr. Maddocks blustered, Dr. Crews was saying, “According to her entrance application, Bea—and Geoff will back me up on this—Ms. Breedlove is an undeclared major.”

“A mere technicality.”

Dr. Crews shrugged, “Nonetheless, she didn’t commit. So, she was up for grabs…”

“And you certainly grabbed her, didn’t you?”

“Now, Beatrice,” Dr. Maddocks attempted to mollify, regretting that the politics of higher learning could come down to this: quibbling over a freshwoman’s future potential as a tutorial candidate for one’s own department. But Dr. Brock was bucking for tenure, and every outstanding student she could recruit to the study of literature proved her worth to the department. There was also a little cash bonus for each tutee, as students were required to do a tutorial in their senior year in order to graduate.

“What’s the matter, Bea?” Dr. Crews asked. “Are you afraid that a psychologist might not be literate enough to advise your first semester English majors?” She had said “psychologist,” but meant something else, and they all knew it.

“Tut! Perish the thought,” Dr. Brock protested. “We are, all of us, astounded by the interdisciplinary range of your multiple degrees,” which included a master’s in English Literature. “I was referring to something else entirely.”

“Oh?”

“I’m just a tad curious as to whether or not you grabbed Miss Breedlove from my seminar before or after you got your copy of Mugs & Plugs?”

Mugs & Plugs was their facetious nickname for the pamphlet published each year by the college, which featured the high school photographs of incoming frosh laid out among advertisements from local establishments welcoming the new class of “Willard women.” It was given exclusively to students and faculty members as a valuable reference guide for assigning names to faces most expeditiously. But in the collegiate underground, Mugs & Plugs was available on the black market for local college boys who were willing to pay, particularly the ones from the brother school, Benedict and Arnold, whose students the WCW sisters referred to ever so fondly as The Dicks.

Dr. Maddocks could not believe the effrontery of Dr. Brock. “Beatrice, what on earth are you trying to insinuate? Surely, you don’t mean to say that Dr. Crews deliberately…”

But Dr. Crews cut him off. “Geoff, I appreciate your loyalty, but Bea did ask me a question, and I would like to reply if I may.”

“By all means, Jo, forgive me.”

“Well, I must say, Beatrice, after all these years, you finally caught me in the act of trolling for beautiful, brainy ‘babes’ to lead astray with my ee-vil radical, feminist, lesbian separatist ways.”

Blinkity-blink-blink went their eyes on each other before Dr. Crews stared her down. “I spent most of my summer vacation in Third World mills of human misery, among women and girls who have real problems, Beatrice. And life is too short for your rarefied bullshit.”

“Good point, friend!” Dr. Maddocks agreed. “So, let’s plunge ahead, shall we?”

“God’s bodykin!” said Dr. Brock, preparing to deliver an attack of too much politeness. It was her belief that the most effective way of insulting someone is to be overly polite to them (vicious!) and today she saw fit to punish her colleagues, Maddocks and Crews, roundly by dissolving into the crowd with a perfectly gracious “Anon!” that was certain to devastate them.

The moment they found themselves free to speak privately, Dr. Crews turned empathetically to her friend. “Geoff, I’m so sorry to hear about you and…”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, I’m fine. Really. The worst is over. Surely.”

“Hmm…”

“Lord knows I’ve been here before.”

This would be his third divorce.

“Yes, well…”

He seemed forever to be looking for some minor distraction from his own ongoing emotion. Removing his horn-rimmed glasses to wipe the lenses with a handkerchief, he looked naked somehow.

All clear. Vision restored. Dr. Maddocks asked Dr. Crews if she was free for the evening. Hearing that she was, he proposed that they reserve a court for later in the day, and then have dinner and hang out.

“I don’t know about you, friend, but I’m in the mood for a thick bloody steak, obligatory baked potato and all that jazz.”

This could mean only one thing to Dr. Crews. “Happy Frank’s,” she beamed, referring to one of Weston’s oldest and most esteemed jazz clubs, which was their favorite haunt. After being abroad for a couple of months there was no place like home and Happy Frank’s with Geoff.

“We’ll get ‘pissed,’” mocking Dr. Brock.

“Absolutely.”

“And shout strange academic things between sets.”

They were both palpably gleeful in a tete-a-tete making plans.

It wasn’t until they were about to part that Dr. Maddocks asked her, in his peremptory way:

“So?”

“So what?”

“As I recall, Jo, you did seem rather—shall we say—determined to get ‘Ms.’ Breedlove bumped into your seminar.”

“Well. I can assure you it’s not quite the Elizabethan court intrigue insinuated by Her Majesty, The Queen Bea.”


CHAPTER 1

Big Sister

When Elizabeth Breedlove received her room assignment, she was told she was lucky. “So, you’re the one who got Fey Five,” said a junior named Hays, pointing at Elizabeth from behind a utility table. She handed over a quaint set of keys, which looked more like tokens from a game of Clue.

“Don’t tell me,” said Elizabeth, who didn’t sound anything like she looked, “Corporal Ketchup? In the root cellar…with the keys to the chastity belt of Miss Mulch?” She registered the appreciative titters before asking, “Why me?”

Hays offered no explanation as to why a lowly frosh would be assigned a choice single in an upperclasswomen’s dorm, but some intrigue was clearly insinuated.

“There’s one in Fey House every year.”

“One what?”

Why she felt singled out, not by random, but set apart from the rest of her classmates by some force behind the scenes—false panels, maybe, in this Gothic mansion—Elizabeth could not say. But she felt like an ingenue all of a sudden, backlit by a klieg light.

Or else she was getting her period.

The gregarious Hays was saying, “Since you’re moving into Fey Five, we had to reassign you a Big Sister.”

“A Big Sister?”

“A Big Sister is a sophomore who lives in your dorm and helps you find your way.”

Elizabeth begged her pardon, but, “What do you mean ‘find my way’? Where? Like, to the bathroom or something?”

And she really did not mean to be flip, it was just that she didn’t need anybody to show her the way. “I’m not that kind of a girl,” she said, referring to the kind who actually looked forward to participating in silly sister stuff.

Hays remained ladylike in the face of Elizabeth’s rebelliousness, being a Willard girl through and through, as she continued, “Big Sisters have to be in the same dorm as their little sisters. And Big Sisters are supposed to be sophomores, and the only sophomore in Fey House this year is Dusie Hertz, so Dusie’s going to be your Big Sister.”

“But I…”

“It’s a Willard tradition. Right, Dusie?”

“That’s right!” came a bubbly voice over Elizabeth’s shoulder.

Elizabeth turned to meet her designated Big Sister, wondering how long she had been standing there behind her beaming, palpably pleased as Fruit of the Loom punch in a T-shirt, vest, and blue jeans frayed at the knees like she was looking to be this year’s spokesmodel for flagrant androgyny.

“Hi!” she giggled, and then, “Wow! You’re even cuter than your picture, Elizabeth!” It was Dusie “as in Uzi,” and she informed Elizabeth that she had been named after her father’s favorite car. “A 1930 something or other…Duesenberg. I dunno.” She could never remember the year.

Still, Elizabeth wanted to know, “What picture?”

“Mugs & Plugs,” said Dusie, producing a copy of that very pamphlet from a stack on the sign-in table, adjusting her visored newsboy cap lower on her forehead so that it looked less jaunty and more like a prop in a soft porn pictorial. She stood by pertly, bouncing on the heels of her cowboy boots as Elizabeth flipped through the booklet.

“So, you already know our mugs, eh?”

“You bet! I’m really glad I got you too, Elizabeth. I took one look at you and I knew you were, like, cool?”

Elizabeth would not have known how to respond to such a comment even if she had been given a chance. “Here,” Dusie handed Elizabeth a copy, “You can have this. Everybody gets one.”

It was the sophomore’s responsibility to show the frosh to her room, where her belongings had already been delivered by members of the maintenance crew. Dusie led her little sister outside, walking up the winding lane to Fey House. Elizabeth followed her into the mansion-cum-dorm and up the main staircase, listening politely as her “big sister” explained a lot of things all at once, including the fact that she was a “communications major.”

“Communications? Like you watch a lot of television or something?”

Dusie puzzled over this question, “Sorta,” before mentioning that she also did some modeling for the finer department stores downtown.

“This is a great room,” Dusie declared, as they arrived at the top of the stairs and walked to the first door in the corridor. “I should know. I had it last year. Yep,” she added, twisting at the waist and tossing her dark, curly hair back over her shoulders in order to look into Elizabeth’s face, anticipating her double take. “The same thing happened to me last year. Isn’t it amazing?”

She stopped at the threshold slipping her palms into the back pockets of jeans so tight it seemed impossible.

“Some senior dropped out at the last minute and I lucked into this place. Just like you. You’re gonna love it here.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know these things. I’m, like, what’s that word? Um…like sensitive, but not pathetic?”

“Empathetic?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

The charm of the room distracted Elizabeth from further questioning any weirdness she sensed, either in the coincidence or the tour guide. She stepped through a dusty sunbeam that fell across the middle of the floor, admiring the slanted ceiling. The room had been built into a gable. It had a large dormer window that opened out through ivy high above the garden terrace behind the house.

“See,” said Dusie in a childish whisper, “this is the best part about this place. We have our own little stairway to the stars.” She was gesturing to a fire escape outside the window that led to the roof. “Fey Beach,” they called it. Ultra-private. Even in the daylight. Great for tanning naked. Of course, those “helicopter horn-dogs from the Channel 6 News are always flying over, but fuck ’em, you know? If they wanna risk their lives just to see our boobs, er, ‘breasts,’ that’s their problem. And they say men are smarter than women? Ha! How smart is that? They’re the ‘boobs’—if you ask me.”

Dusie could tell that Elizabeth was wondering about the “we” part of it and explained, “Me and my roommate. Pip Collier. She’s a senior. Her real name is Penelope, but don’t tell anybody I told you that, okay? We’re right below you.”

Elizabeth noticed that the fire escape also descended to the story below before it stopped, folded up and was inaccessible to the ground for obvious security reasons.

“This place is haunted,” Dusie added, matter-of-factly, “and our room used to belong to Fey Ray, herself.”

“Fay Wray? You mean like in King Kong?”

“Nope. Fey Ray like in some dead old lady who used to own this place. Ray Fey was her real name, but everybody calls her ‘Fey Ray’ for some reason I dunno—but she still haunts us, you know? Like, she lives in our closet.”

“Your closet?”

“Yep. It’s great. A walk-in. Best closet on campus. It’s so big you wouldn’t believe. I can fit two rolling racks of clothes! But anyways, Fey Ray was a Willard girl. I mean, like, one of the Willards, you know? From up there?” She gestured vaguely beyond the window to a rooftop barely visible above a distant clump of trees. “I got set up with one of those Willard guys on a blind date last year? He had the best dope, but what a jerk!” giggling as she scolded herself, “Whoops!—shouldn’t be talking about dope around my little sister,” as if that were some rule she had learned in Big Sister training.

Dusie seemed not to notice that Elizabeth was staring at her incredulously, and not because of any reference to the existence of a ghost, a real Willard, or dope. She was imagining two rolling racks of clothes.

“Poor Fey Ray,” said Dusie with a sad sort of sigh, “they say she died in her closet. Our closet! Isn’t that exciting?”

“Ah, yeah. Sure. Real exciting, ah… What did she die of? An overdose of accessories?” 

Dusie giggled.

“A clash of plaids? Too many pinks and greens?”

“You’re funny, Elizabeth. I mean, like, in a good way?”

Shrugging diffidently, “Thanks…I think.”

In a moment, Dusie left Elizabeth to her unpacking. “If there’s anything you need, just let me know. I’m right downstairs. I mean, I’m, like, your Big Sister, you know, that’s what I’m here for.” And Elizabeth could have sworn that she winked.

*

Elizabeth spent the rest of the afternoon getting her room into order, thinking “priorities.” From a cardboard box she removed the World’s Largest Ashtray and put it in the center of the floor so that she could flick her cigarette into it at an equal distance from any place in the room. She set up her stereo components and fumbled with the dial on the receiver until she found the most obscure, “progressive” rock station in town, WAFA-FM, broadcast from the nearby campus of the Weston Academy of Fine Arts, which was a quarter of a mile down the hill, housed in buildings designed by Frank Lloyd Wright.

Elizabeth retrieved a handful of photographs of her family and friends, mostly boyfriends, and stuck her favorites in the mirror frame above her dresser. She pushed the little dorm bed over to the window because it fit perfectly lengthwise into that space and would serve very nicely as a makeshift window seat where she could lounge on pillows propped up against the wall with an overview of the backyard. Having put everything in its place, she lay back on her bed just to muse for a half hour or so, relishing the sensation of being alone. Preferring solitude on a day chock-full of activities meant to help freshwomen become acquainted with each other and their surroundings was aberrant behavior. All over the campus cliques were forming while Elizabeth remained singular and thoughtful. She was enjoying the late summer breeze, flicking an ash from her cigarette in an arc to meet the ashtray halfway across the floor, feeling like the odd freshwoman out, though not unhappily so. She was actually looking forward to what she could learn rather than who she could come to know.

Yes, well.

For all of her airs, Elizabeth Breedlove was too green yet to realize that such motives were not necessarily opposed.

On her way downstairs sometime later, she had to pass what had once been the main bedroom on the second floor. The door was ajar. She recognized her Big Sister’s voice coming from within. Dusie sounded upset.

“I just wanted to surprise you,” she whined. “I thought you would be happy about this.” Elizabeth could move fairly close to the door without being noticed, and glimpsed Dusie perched on a window seat like a jumpy bird, nibbling on her cuticles compulsively. From Elizabeth’s perspective, Dusie appeared to be talking to her legendary closet.

Was it that ghost? Elizabeth wondered, Old Whatshername? Fey Ray?

“Are you even listening to me?”

From that place where the former mistress of the house was said to have died mysteriously, came a sigh, then a voice:

“There’s a difference between surprise and manipulation, Baby D.”

A strapping woman, with thick blond hair in a radically short coif, came out of the closet carrying a foil—for fencing. Her unique entrance gave Elizabeth a start but had no such effect on Dusie, who wasn’t afraid of trying the patience of a woman who was armed.

Elizabeth had never seen anyone like her. She was a disconcertingly plain looker. Her outfit matched Dusie’s, more or less, from the satin-backed tailored vest in charcoal over a white T-shirt, to the frayed seat in her ancient Levi’s. But the garb seemed more authentic on her somehow, more natural to her angular proportions and aura, giving any observer the immediate impression that she was an original while Dusie was, well, a model.

The woman flicked the foil a couple of times and then positioned herself before a full-length Victorian mirror whose gilt frame was flaking draconically. With her back to Elizabeth, she executed an elegant fencer’s salute to herself.

That was when she spotted Elizabeth, reflected in the mirror. Surprise or manipulation? Elizabeth was certain that her own appearance qualified as a surprise, at least judging by the look in the woman’s eyes, which were rather sultry. She lowered her foil before turning to face Elizabeth. Definitely haughty, but then, Elizabeth had been spying.

“Hello.”

“Hello,” Elizabeth replied, smiling cutely, hoping that her Big Sister would come to the rescue, which Dusie did just as soon as she could shake off her palpable snit, remembering her Willard duty in the face of some deeply personal disaster.

“Hey, little sister!” she chirped up, straining for cheerfulness, “Come on in! So, howz it going? This is my roommate, Pip Collier. And Pip, this is my ‘little sister,’ Elizabeth Breedlove.”

Pip’s curt nod and accompanying silence caused Elizabeth to revert to her nervous habit of flippancy. “So…Pip,” she said, considering the grotesquely time-stopping feel of the place, “Where’s Miss Havisham?”

To which Dusie said, “Huh?” not knowing her Dickens, while Pip sort of smiled or smirked or scowled. It was hard to tell. Probably all three.

As Dusie took to yammering and Elizabeth stood by listening politely, Pip went about the business of unpacking her belongings, not ignoring the other women exactly, but seeming rather supremely preoccupied…oh, those moody world-weary seniors…as she filled a creaky old dresser with fastidiously folded clothes.

Glancing around the large main bedroom, Elizabeth noticed that the only furniture that wasn’t original to Fey Ray’s suite were two regulation dorm beds, and that they had been pushed together. She looked away a little too quickly.

Dusie caught her eye, delivering one of her weirdly over-wrought winks, while Pip just stared at her, stone-faced as a tintype in the antique mirror.


CHAPTER 2

Bloody Mary Brunch

Downstairs, the incoming class was shifting uncomfortably about the parlors of Fey House, nibbling caviar (lumpfish) and an international array of cheeses and flatbread rather irritably because nobody felt independent enough, as yet, to mortify her mother by lighting up a cigarette.

“Put that away young lady,” said Mrs. McNaught as she caught her daughter, Mary Constance, removing her Lady Buxton cigarette case from her shoulder bag. “Do you want them to think you’re a common tramp?”

“A common tramp, as opposed to an extraordinary one, Mother?” would have been the young woman’s reply had she been foolish enough to smart-mouth her mother at that moment. She remembered that the last time she smart-mouthed her mother she got smacked, so she withheld her remark. Besides, Mrs. McNaught would be gone soon enough, back to their home down in The Valley. Not The Valley as most Willard women would know it, the bucolic countryside east of Weston where the deer and the privileged roamed, but rather, the floundering working-class neighborhood on the other side of Weston where the steel mills were destined to close. To Mary Constance, her valley was becoming a hellhole, and she could not wait to rewrite her own history from the vantage point of Upper Alban Hill.

When anyone asked her where she was from, she would say “The Valley,” and they would just assume she meant the place with the estates. She had the inborn advantage of looking the part, however, and made the most of it: being a tall young woman still on the comely side of plump, with curly rose-blond hair, a high forehead and eyebrows that she overplucked, which gave her the arch cherubic look of Henry VIII, her favorite tyrant.

“I’ll be going now,” said Mrs. McNaught with the terminally enervated sigh of a woman who had birthed and raised eight children and waited slavishly on her husband, while holding down various other menial jobs outside the home. Mary Constance blamed her mother’s exhaustion on her father, who represented what was rapidly becoming a classic Weston tale of woe, being a steelworker when the best of times became the worst. Over the past five years he had been laid off or on strike much more than he had worked.

Mrs. McNaught had been invited, along with the other parents to President Barbara, “Call me Buffy,” Buford’s house on the campus for a champagne reception, followed by a formal buffet dinner in the WCW dining hall. But Mrs. McNaught declined simply because she knew she would not feel comfortable mingling a moment longer with the presumably educated and overly polite people who could actually afford to send their daughters to WCW. And it was just as well since Mary Constance would have found it unbearable to know her mother’s discomfort and watch her behave in a servile manner around these people when she was, in this specific context, a peer. The reason Mrs. McNaught felt unworthy was because she had worked at the college as a “kitchen lady” when Mary Constance was growing up. That’s when she had filled her daughter’s head with stories of the glories of Willard girls.

It was by virtue of Mary Constance’s own academic accomplishment that she had received a full scholarship making at least one of her mother’s dreams come true. And so, she had arrived at this place with a determination to succeed with a vengeance, assuming that the reason her own poor family suffered so much was because the affluent families of Willard girls did not.

Mrs. McNaught started to cry as she was saying goodbye.

“Aw, Ma…” Mary Constance commiserated affectionately, pulling her mother aside, while also silently reprimanding herself never to say “ma” again, “It’s a ninety-cent bus ride, for cryin’ out loud. Mother? Are you even listening? Listen. There’s only one transfer. It’s not so far away. Aw jeez…” She gave her mother one last squeeze, affecting great perturbation in an effort to staunch her own weepiness, hoping that none of her classmates were watching.

“Your father doesn’t know about this,” said Mrs. McNaught, furtively pushing a wad of cash, along with a soggy tissue, into her daughter’s hand—as if a man as dissociated from the world like her husband would have spies.

“Buy yourself a nice outfit. A box pleat skirt and matching sweater.”

Mary Constance rolled her eyes.

“You can’t wear blue jeans every day. It’s not ladylike.”

After her mother had gone, Mary Constance counted the cash and used the tissue to dry her own eyes before returning to the parlor, resolved to keeping her family background to herself. When anyone asked, she made up something and changed the subject deftly, assuming correctly that most Willard girls equated such evasiveness with modesty and good breeding.


CHAPTER 3

Ante Up, Suckers!

The show put on for the freshwomen and their parents, what few diehards remained, did not end at the champagne reception given by President Buffy. They gathered once more for their daughters’ first dinner in the WCW cafeteria.

A four-foot-square ice cube had been sculpted into a swan that was Avon-worthy. It was glistening in one big glorious drip at the center of the buffet table, roosting in a nest of fresh flowers beside a white, and off-white, layer cake decorated with the school emblem and motto: FILLAE NOSTRAE SICUT ANTARII LAPIES, from Tremellius, who took it from Psalms, “That our daughters may be as cornerstones, polished after the similitude of a palace.”

An elderly gentleman named Hans, who had an accent that could only be described in the context of postwar Hollywood Germany, was poised at the finish line of the buffet table, dressed in crisp chef’s whites, serving a side of roast beef. And while the international flavor, however peculiar, impressed them immeasurably, assuming it confirmed some long-lost barony, the way the old man’s hands trembled as he sliced the beef made everyone laugh a bit nervously, anticipating a blitzkrieg. Eventually, it took every bit of their good breeding to keep from grabbing the carving knife from his tremulous hands and shouting at him through clenched teeth, “Please, Your Excellency! Allow me!”

Little did they know that this hoary old fellow had been adopted from a community halfway house where he had told everyone he was Kaiser Wilhelm. His palsy was a side effect of medication. Hans was here because of Dr. Jojo Crews, who had guilted the college into providing employment and housing to a few perfectly pleasant former mental patients. So, they had given Hans a white chef’s hat and put a carving knife in his hands on these special occasions calling for Baron of Beef.

It was because of the buffet bottleneck caused by Hans that Elizabeth and Mary Constance struck up a conversation.

“If you show me your parents, I’ll show you mine,” was Elizabeth’s opening line. Hearing the lowdown register of the voice coming from behind her, Mary Constance turned around expecting to see some fugitive from a reform school recruited on a field hockey scholarship. Instead, she found herself looking at a petite brunette whose appearance brought to mind “cheerleader.” A cheerleader who was trying a little too hard to look mousy, thought Mary Constance. Elizabeth’s hair was pulled up into a chignon, and her sly green eyes were made up, moderately, behind horn-rimmed glasses. With a touch of dark forest Forever Evergreen in the crease and black mascara, she appeared to be sublimating some truer tendency to flamboyance.

What a smart-ass, thought Mary Constance, grinning mordaciously. Her first impression of Elizabeth was that there was something about her that just made you want to bite her.

“I’m an orphan,” Mary Constance said, mugging sadly, “I was raised in a convent,” crossing herself to lay the groundwork for future absolution.

Elizabeth had seen Mary Constance earlier in the day saying goodbye to a woman who looked too much like her mother to be anyone but her mother. But she said, “I’m very sorry to hear that,” anyway, with deadpan sincerity, willing to play anyone’s game.

“Fraulein?” said Hans, calling Mary Constance’s attention back to the meat at hand. And Mary Constance sent a look over her shoulder to Elizabeth, screwing up her face as she mouthed the word “fraulein?!” countering with an audible “begosh and begorrah!”

As they walked together through the dining hall looking for a suitable table, Mary Constance was muttering under her breath that her “dear old Irish Dad, who fought in ‘The Big One,’ would keel over if he heard some old Nazi calling his daughter a ‘fraulein.’ Saints preserve us!”

“I thought you were an orphan.”

“Oh,” Mary Constance thought for a moment. “Well, then he wouldn’t keel over, would he? He’d roll over in his grave.”

“Much more convincing,” Elizabeth smiled. She was thinking that Mary Constance’s colorful speech mannerisms were a curious counterpoint to the self-conscious refinement of this Upper Alban Hill community. In a place like this it was safe to assume that the ones who talked like juvenile delinquents had the largest trust funds. Being genuinely snooty was more characteristic of the middle class.

Elizabeth and Mary Constance sat together at a far table in the dining hall with several other classmates who had also managed to ditch their parents. Elizabeth noticed that they were all going about getting acquainted rather complacently considering they were only eighteen.

They had already worked themselves into a collective snit regarding the accommodations. Throughout the dining hall, the buzz of bees in bonnets was loudest at those tables where Moms and Dads still clung like honey. Elizabeth was observing a little scene at a nearby table featuring weepy parents and a whiny daughter when Mary Constance leaned in impishly and said, “Look at them carrying on like they’re sailing for Australia. I know for a fact that these people live three blocks away.”

“Mr. and Mrs. Polonius.”

“Yeah, right,” Mary Constance snickered, delighted by the Shakespearean reference. “There you go now. Off with you, daughter. Get yourself a higher education…”

“A rich husband, you mean.”

“Do everything in moderation. And mind you, neither a nymphomaniac nor a lesbian be!”

“And above all, daughter, remember this! This is costing Daddy a pretty penny…”

“So, don’t fuck up!”

Their laughter drew the full attention of their tablemates.

“How do you know so much about this place?” Elizabeth asked.

“I grew up in this town, sister. I know what people say about Willard girls.”

Someone from across the table corrected her robotically, “Women.”

Mary Constance bristled with comic indignation. “Yeah, right, ‘women,’” addressing the entire table now as the assumed natural leader. “‘Rich bitches’ is the nicest thing they call us in this town, so you’d better get used to it, ladies.” She went on to inform the out-of-towners about the sociology of the sandwich board at Abe’s Tavern, a popular neighborhood bar down the hill where they served platters named after the local universities and colleges. “The Willard” was the most expensive entry on the menu. Rare Roast Beef on a Kaiser roll. They called it “the bitch burger.”

“Jeez,” said Elizabeth, who had been listening like the best student. She pressed her lips together and shook her head to convey the sincerity of a person perfectly content to play the straight man. Or woman.

Mary Constance was saying, “To them, you’re either a virgin, a debutante, a lesbian vampire, or a…”

“Lesbian vampire?”

“You heard me, sister. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll learn real fast how to spot ’em too,” she cautioned, tending toward the supernaturally snide side, having been educated by nuns. “This place is crawling with them. The bloodsuckers.”

Elizabeth was one of those people who laughed and winced at the same time.

“You’re from a small town aren’t you, Miss Breedlove?”

She was thinking that Elizabeth’s lack of an accent, and easygoing manner bespoke a small-town-upstate influence—something about her brought to mind the wry serenity of a Populuxe motel on a scenic lake.

“You scoff, sister,” said Mary Constance, “but I’m a good Catholic girl myself. I’ve got my crucifix, see.” She pulled her necklace out from underneath the Peter Pan collar of the ladylike dress her mother had insisted she wear, holding the cross up under her heart-shaped chin. “There’s no way those bloodsucking lesbos are going to catch me unawares. But you, Miss Breedlove! Saints preserve you, lass! We’ll have to get you a garlic mattress or something. Won’t we ladies?—Where’s your room, Miss Breedlove?”

“Ms.,” said an uppity voice from across the table, and Mary Constance looked at her in the manner of her favorite tyrant, just as Elizabeth replied, “Fey Five,” which commanded all of the attention.

“Fey House? You have a room in Fey House? Frosh don’t have rooms in Fey House.”

“Well, I do. Some senior dropped out at the last minute and I got her room. A single on the third floor.”

Mary Constance crossed herself before she asked, “So which one are you, sister?”

“Well,” Elizabeth shrugged, “I’m not rich. And I like boys.”

“Ah,” Mary Constance brightened, “so you’re a nympho.”

It just so happened that Dr. Beatrice Brock had been listening in on their conversation from the next table. Unable to contain one of her countless compulsions a moment longer, she leaned back on the legs of her chair, stretched her neck and twisted her jaw so that her face appeared suddenly to spring at them like a jack-in-the-box.

“‘Nympha,’ actually, but ‘nymph’ would be the preferred word.” She blinked at them a couple of times like she was playing at being a dipso (dipsa?) and then she smiled neatly, “Dr. Beatrice Brock. English. Medieval, Elizabethan, and Victorian, mostly.”

They might have guessed.

“I’ll be seeing some of you in my Brontë seminar, no doubt,” she said brightly, looking at Mary Constance and Elizabeth the longest—though not long enough for them to introduce themselves—before turning back to her own table with a warning to avoid the potato salad if they knew what was good for them.

After dinner, they broke into groups heading back to their assigned dorms for their Big Sister Bashes. Elizabeth found herself in an awkward position, standing in the dining hall between two groups of women: those who lived in Whitman Hall on one hill and those who lived in Bertha Beekman Hall on the other.

Mary Constance lived in Whitman and was surrounded by the classmates who had become instant cronies.

As Elizabeth was trying to decide where to go, her Big Sister, Dusie, approached her. “Sorry about this, little sis,” she said, with a sweetly helpless shrug, “that’s the one bad thing about being the only frosh in Fey House. Hey, um, by the way,” she hummed, “I meant to ask you something…”

“What’s that?”

“Well. My roommate? Pip? You know? She’s a psych major? Well, she needs volunteers for her tutorial experiment, and I’m, like, her assistant? Helping her out on the research part of it? She has these little tests.”

“Little tests?”

Dusie’s attempt to explain Pip’s tutorial experiment proved so convoluted that Elizabeth said yes just to put an end to it. And Dusie positively gushed, she was so grateful, squeezing Elizabeth’s forearm warmly, “Thanks so much!”

“Yeah, sure,” Elizabeth mumbled distractedly as she heard Mary Constance calling to her boisterously from a distance, “Well come on already, Miss Breedlove, don’t dawdle,” expecting her to join her party, of course, having already designated Elizabeth as her sidekick. When Elizabeth didn’t respond immediately, Mary Constance marched over to where she and Dusie were standing.

“So, this is your Big Sister, Dusie Hertz?” Mary Constance cooed at Dusie like a kindergarten teacher, “How do you do? I’m Mary Constance McNaught. You’re a model, aren’t you? I’ve seen your pictures in the Sunday Supplement.”

“Yes,” said Dusie, having no idea that she was being mocked, “nice to meet you, Mary.” The moment Dusie was out of earshot, Mary Constance shook her head. “What a kai-kai,” she said.

“What’s a ‘kai-kai’?”

“You really are from a small town, aren’t you, Miss Breedlove? A ‘kai-kai’…is a girl who goes ‘both ways’ until her prince comes along, and then, all of a sudden, she’s straighter than your mother.”

“No one could be straighter than my mother.”

Mary Constance slapped Elizabeth on the back affectionately. “Just remember, sister, here at Willard ‘kai-kai’ means only one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Vampire feed.”

“Would you stop with the vampire stuff already?”

“Just trying to warn you, hon,” said Mary Constance, affecting her heaviest Westonite accent and snapping her gum, “I’d hate to see you get your boobs sucked off, sister. Not a pretty sight. Greatly reduces your chances of finding a rich husband. By the way, I meant to ask you…you have a boyfriend, right?”

“At least.”

“Yeah, you strike me as the two-timer type.”

“How about you?”

Mary Constance removed her Lady Buxton wallet from her purse and showed Elizabeth a picture of her boyfriend, Vincent, who was good-looking.

“My parents think he’s ‘bad news.’ We have to sneak around. But sneaking around just makes it better, you know?—Did I say ‘my parents’? Oh. I meant the nuns at my convent. Come on. Let’s go party hearty with these daddy’s little wawas at Whitman. Can you believe this happy camper nonsense? By the way, I meant to ask you…do you play poker?”

*

Whitman Hall was the biggest dorm on campus, housing freshwomen and sophomores mostly, one hundred and twenty-two of them. Elizabeth accompanied Mary Constance and her entourage to a double on the second floor that belonged to Mary Constance’s Big Sister, Trish Macon, and Trish’s roommate, Judy Feidelman. They positioned themselves politely on various perches about the room like tuckered-out cats yawning, as if to say, “Now what?”

Judy Feidelman walked in carrying a case of beer shouting, “Okay, Trish, you can cut the cornerstones and tiddlywinks bullshit,” referring to all of the speeches that had been made that day invoking the school motto. “‘Our daughters are our cornerstones…’” she bellowed like the antithesis of a cheerleader, and a chorus of Big Sister sophomores responded:

“They get laid!”

And the little sisters seemed considerably relieved to hear it. There was a collective uncrossing of legs.

“We’ve got a tradition here at WCW, ladies. A little game we like to play the first night in order to separate the girls from the women! Isn’t that right, Fidel?”

“That’s right, Trish,” said the young woman who got her nickname because she smoked cigars.

“The name of the game is ‘papers, papers, who’s got the papers?’” At that, Trish produced a bag of marijuana and dangled it before them. “Maui Wowie, ladies.”

When none of them budged because they suspected this might be some kind of a trap, Trish hollered at them, “Those of you who are mama’s girls and frigid bitches and daddy’s little deadbeat darlings—those of you who don’t know how to party-hearty—better head on over to Bertha Beekman Hall right now, where they’re serving warm milk and cookies and playing Old Maid and Go Fish! until lights out. Right Fidel?”

“Right, Trish.”

“Now: Papers, papers, who’s got the papers?”

And this time, they all scrambled for the door, except for Elizabeth, of course. For the next five minutes, she heard the hurry-scurry of footsteps and activity, her classmates banging doors, searching through drawers, doing a quick-change into clothes they actually wore. And then they reappeared as themselves in a seeming uniform of worn-out jeans and corduroys, T-shirts, flannel shirts, sweatshirts, or some combination thereof—sans bras. In their possession was the most colorful assortment of smoking paraphernalia imaginable: bongs and pipes and papers, papers, everybody had the papers. Trish passed out beers while Fidel cued up Van Morrison on the stereo. Within the hour, the diehards were down and dirty on the floor playing poker for shots of tequila.

“Ante up, suckers!” Mary Constance growled, holding out a shot glass thick and slick with Cuervo Gold to Elizabeth who had won with a queen high in Five Card Stud. She took a lick of salt, downed the shot, sucked on a slice of lime, and raked in the pot, about five dollars and a couple of joints. She had been on a winning streak, and this shot made her feel like she was going to lose it.

“Gotta go,” she said, suddenly rising to her feet a bit wobbly, chuckling, “whoa.” 

Mary Constance insisted upon walking Elizabeth back to Fey House. Like Mercutio with a band of revelers in tow, she was followed by Helen, Vivian, Gracie, and several others. Because it was such a balmy September night with an ample moon, they found themselves down by the pond behind Fey House, crowded on a bench telling ghost stories. The one about “Fey Ray” became everybody’s instant favorite. Mary Constance had heard the tale years before from a couple of Willard women she had befriended in the student union around the pool table where she sometimes hung out after high school waiting for her mother to clock off from the kitchen.

Fey Ray, or, Ray Willard Fey, was the original inhabitant of Fey House. A pipe-smoking flapper from the Roaring ’20s, she had married late in life, at least for those days, at the age of thirty-five, and only because she wanted a baby. Her husband, Perry Fey, was a golf pro at the swanky Tumbling Rock Valley Country Club. Nine months after their honeymoon, Ray Fey gave birth to a son. Several months later, she became a widow by rather curious circumstances. It seems her toothsome, athletic husband had died from massive head injuries sustained in a bowling accident.

“A bowling accident?”

“That’s right,” replied Mary Constance for ghostly emphasis, “A bowling accident.” Elizabeth squinted her eyes against a dope-y curl of smoke floating up into her face. This was just like a slumber party, she thought, except nobody was fighting—yet.

“This is the honest-ta-God truth, lemme-tell-ya. No lie,” said Mary Constance, “It happened up there.” She was pointing across the moonlit pond in the direction of Fey House. And it did look a bit spooky.

There was a quaint, two-lane bowling alley in the basement of Fey House, paneled in rich hardwood inlay and appointed with brass fixtures. In Ray Fey’s day there were no automatic pinsetters, so the players (or their servants) had to set the pins by hand, standing in a little pit up to their waists at the end of the lane. When the bowling ball was in play, the pinsetter sat up on a little plank, legs dangling out of harm’s way.

Except for poor Perry “The Pinhead” Fey. On the night of his death, he had been hosting a party, serving illegal substances to his guests (booze, that is), and after a whirlwind evening of drinking games, he and his wife found themselves alone in the bowling alley. The servants being among those who were passed out cold upstairs, Perry and Ray Fey were obliged to take turns setting up each other’s pins. Ray had been winning, which never failed to get the competitive Perry’s testosterone up. He could not stand to be beaten by a girl.

Woman.

He was also rather edgy because his wife had not slept with him since he had impregnated her over a year before.

Ray was at the foul line ready to roll while Perry was in the pit setting up the pins. Perry gave her the go-ahead, so she bowled the ball just as he jumped for the safety plank. But Perry slipped, taking out the ninepin with his noggin a split second before the bowling ball did.

“Oooh,” they all shuddered.

That’s what Ray Fey said anyway. And she stood up magnificently at the inquest, a real Willard girl, putting anyone who even dared think foul play to shame by virtue of her ladylike behavior under pressure.

Many years later, a story emerged implicating Ray Fey in an “unnatural relationship” with her lifelong housekeeper and companion, Miss Francine Hamilton, whom she called “Frankie.” WCW legend had it that when they were both elderly and cantankerous, Frankie strangled Ray in the closet of the main bedroom, during a fight over whether or not Ray could wear white shoes to a luncheon after Labor Day.

Another legend had it that Ray and Frankie hadn’t died at all, but rather, “had gone into the closet to become…”

“Lesbian vampires?”

“You got that right, sister.”

Sometimes in the night, residents of Fey House would hear disquieting moans, and they would wonder who among them had been taken.

Every Halloween, Fey House was converted into a haunted house and tours were conducted as part of a raucous costume party to which everybody on campus was invited. Even the jaded enjoyed a good scream when Fey Ray sprang from the closet flashing glow-in-the-dark vampire fangs and breasts smeared with “blood,” wielding a bowling ball with Perry the Pinhead’s name on it. When she threw the ball (which was Styrofoam) it never failed to topple the whole lot of them, bouncing around like bowling pins in fits of hilarity, screeching, and squealing enough to raise the pinhead dead.

*

Despite the exhausting events of the day, Elizabeth did not sleep soundly through the night. She woke at one point with the onslaught of a wicked hangover, feeling feverish and thirsty but too confused by her new surroundings to get up and set out in search of water. She was almost asleep again when she heard hushed voices. Sensing urgency, it took her a moment to locate the source. She sat up in bed, pulling her cotton comforter around her, not from the chill of the open window but for modesty’s sake, because she always slept in her birthday jammies. Leaning toward the ledge of her open window, she saw Dusie standing on the landing of the fire escape below, wearing nothing but a white T-shirt, underpants, and bobby socks.

Pip was calling to her quietly from the window, trying to coax her back into their room, but Dusie mewled meekly, “Leave me alone.”

“Come back inside. Please.”

“No.”

“Come on, Baby D. I said I was sorry.”

There it was again, that oddly demonstrative pet name.

“You’re shivering, Baby, come on in.”

“So what? Who cares? Fuck you.” Dusie’s curse, like her aspect, was more tearful than enraged, more self-pitying than spiteful.

Pip stepped out onto the fire escape and took Dusie by the arm to lead her back into the room.

Elizabeth fell back into bed, in an agitated state, but relaxed somewhat when she heard Dusie giggling, only to find herself tensing up again when, after a telling silence, she heard a moan.


CHAPTER 4

Feminism, Existentialism and the Menace that Was Freud

The student to faculty ratio at WCW was nine to one, which, as the glossy course book phrased it, made for “close relationships” between students and teachers. Each freshwoman was assigned a faculty adviser, preferably in her major, who would advise her until her senior year, when she would then choose a faculty tutor (oftentimes the same person) who would see her through the yearlong and often grueling process of completing her tutorial. All students were expected to meet with their advisers or tutors at least once a week, so it wasn’t long before freshwomen fancied themselves privy to a great deal of information regarding the more interesting (and usually most attractive) teachers.

Although they weren’t the only outstanding teachers in the school, four professors emerged immediately as those whose attention the students most wanted to secure. The eccentric Dr. Beatrice Brock taught a seminar that revolved around the Brontë sisters; the lovable but peremptory Dr. Geoffrey Maddocks chalked out a systematic approach to understanding the concepts of Classicism, Romanticism, and Naturalism; the provocative Dr. Virginia Vacirca, associate professor of biology, developed a sort of “hands-on” seminar with lots of guest speakers under the title, “Biological Aspects of Sexual Function,” and the notorious Dr. Jojo Crews taught a seminar entitled “Feminism, Existentialism, and the Influence of Psychoanalysis.”

Dr. Brock’s seminar was most delightful. Dr. Maddocks’ seminar was most difficult to ace. Dr. Vacirca’s seminar was most “ace-able, like watching daytime TV talk shows for a grade.” But what they said about Dr. Crews’ seminar was that it “changed your whole life.” And it was into Dr. Crews’ seminar that Elizabeth had been bumped because the Brontë had been overbooked.

“But ‘Feminism, Existentialism, and the Influence of Psychoanalysis’?” said Mary Constance to Elizabeth. “Of all things to have to contemplate right out of high school.”

They were walking through the cafeteria line at lunch during the first week of classes. Mary Constance was laughing because Elizabeth referred to the seminar as, “Feminism, Existentialism, and The Menace That Was Freud.”

“I’m laughing all the way to the Brontë seminar, sister. I can’t believe you’ve got the notorious Jojo Crews for your adviser.”

Seminar teachers also served as advisers for freshwomen, at least until the student had culled enough information about campus politics to choose someone more appropriate.

“Why notorious?” Elizabeth asked, as they pushed their trays up to the salad bar. “Jojo Crews was the first Black student admitted to this ‘Fortress of Chastitude.’”

“You don’t say?”

“And, as I understand it, she’s a radical feminist separatist therapist.”

“?”

“I’m not sure exactly, but I think it has something to do with living one’s life without penises. God forbid. Jell-O?”

“No thanks.”

“And speaking of penises, whaddaya say we go down to Weston U Friday night and find a couple? I haven’t been in this nunnery a week and already I’m gettin’ so antsy I’m making eyes at Herr Hans over there—saints preserve us!” Mary Constance nodded in the direction of the white-haired man as he was busy at his task stacking cups and saucers by the coffee urns. The clacking of Buffalo china in his shaky hands put everyone on edge.

“There’s a frat mixer down at Sigma Chi,” she continued, “with a great band, and Fidel’s big brother, Stan, is also having a party. So, we’ve got options, sister. I saw some pictures of Stan Feidelman, by the way. He’s very good-looking and super-smart, so they say.”

“I thought you said you would never go out with Fidel’s brother because he’s Jewish.”

“Hey, who said I’m going out with him? I’m just hoping he has some nice Irish Catholic friends, that’s all.”

“You really wouldn’t go out with him just because he’s Jewish?”

Elizabeth asked this question rather fatuously, knowing she wouldn’t get a clear-cut answer. Mary Constance tinkered so much with the tiny mechanism that runs prejudice that Elizabeth could not tell when it was switched on or off. Or else Elizabeth just couldn’t believe that anyone who she found charming could also be contemptuous of anyone else for reasons of race, ethnic background, or religion. She didn’t want to think that her new friend’s seeming prejudice was anything other than froshy posturing. Still, Elizabeth didn’t really know.

“So, whaddaya say? Are we gonna party or what?”

It was fine with Elizabeth. She, too, was getting antsy for some male companionship. “There’s slim pickings around this place, that’s for sure.”

Mary Constance muttered, referring to the male members of the faculty: “Except Dr. Maddocks maybe. He’s cute, I mean, in an aging beatnik kind of way: He’s also available, you know, recently divorced. Get this—his wife dumped him for a T.A. at the brother school, who isn’t even published.”

They entered the dining hall and took their seats at what had already become their usual table. Five of the others were already seated and at different stages in their meals, depending on individual course schedules. If they crowded in, they could fit seven or eight women at any given moment. Elizabeth and Mary Constance gravitated to the chairs that allowed them to sit with their backs to the wall, enabling them to keep their eyes on the entire dining hall as they were entertaining at table. Elizabeth wondered what she had in common with Mary Constance that compelled them both to vie for those prime points of observation with more determination than anyone else. Were they both just naturally observant? Or afraid of being stabbed in the back?

Elizabeth certainly was cagey, thought Mary Constance.

And Mary Constance, thought Elizabeth, wasn’t one to offer much about her personal experiences either, unless of course, they were made up, and then she had the most wonderful stories. Elizabeth suspected that Mary Constance only told her “personal” stories in order to goad the others into revealing further intimacies about themselves, which she would never let them live down. Trish Macon, for instance, made the mistake of confessing a certain frustration with her boyfriend’s lovemaking insofar as he never lasted long enough to satisfy her, and every time afterward that Mary Constance saw the couple around campus, she muttered impishly, “There goes Trish Macon and her boyfriend, the premature ejaculator.”

For her inconstancy, Mary Constance McNaught earned the nickname “Mary Contrary,” which was soon shortened to “Contrary.”

*

Elizabeth’s seminar turned out to be fascinating because Dr. Jojo Crews was such a dynamo. Frosh as she was, Elizabeth remained suspicious of the radical feminist bent running throughout every classroom discussion, as they tried to make sense of this stuff in the context of their own rather sheltered, if not cushy lives. But she trusted Dr. Crews, herself, implicitly. She wasn’t sure why. Probably her eyes, which seemed to be consistently compassionate. Dr. Crews talked about Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre and Carl G. Jung and the Menace That Was Freud. She told them that they could, in fact, choose their own destinations.

The concepts were especially enticing as voiced by this most extraordinary teacher, who appeared in class in her chic caftans and silver squash-blossom necklaces, a vision of high style and even higher consciousness. She taught students and treated patients and attended world conferences for women, and spoke out against racism and sexism, especially as it was woefully fostered within the family. She was on a rampage against people who blamed victims for being victimized. She helped found rape crisis centers and shelters for battered women and abused children. She wrote articles for journals, as a practicing psychologist, about the crimes against women and children.

And she played tenor sax. Straight-ahead jazz.

In the same sense that a man may be thought of as a man’s man, Jojo Crews was a woman’s woman. A worthy role model. Women loved her. And, needless to say, she loved women. She was especially courageous to be openly gay in such a provincial city as Weston. There was a flirtatious aspect to her brilliance, an irresistible quality in a teacher. Dr. Crews herself, felt she had to work much harder than any of her colleagues to reassure everyone that she belonged. “My Lord, ladies, you would not believe the trouble I have seen,” being the first Black student enrolled at WCW and, later, the first Black faculty member. And when she said this, she made a point of “looking into” each and every one of them as they sat around a rectangular conference table. This was her favorite calming device. Her training in clinical hypnosis showed. She held fifteen of them spellbound with one elegantly arched eyebrow.

Elizabeth had no problem speaking up in class, but she was a bit sheepish having Dr. Crews as a faculty adviser, which meant she had to meet with her once a week in her office across from the psych lab in the basement of the main classroom building. As Elizabeth passed the door to the lab, the smell of caged animals made her eyes tear.

“You get used to it,” Dr. Crews said smilingly, inviting Elizabeth into her office, with its cave-like cool. Elizabeth felt stupefied by her adviser’s increased magnificence in these surroundings. There were masks and fetishes and other exotic souvenirs from her global travels on display among countless volumes of books. Earthenware jars exuded pleasant fragrances that offset the smell of those anxious white rats and hop-head monkeys.

From where Elizabeth sat in a chair catercorner to Dr. Crews’ desk, she could see through the open door across the hall into the lab. As the discussion turned to her personal and career goals, Elizabeth’s eyes wandered. She found herself drawn to the distant vision of a student posed at a lab bench. It was her Big Sister’s roommate, the enigmatic Pip Collier.

If Pip sensed that she was being observed, she did not acknowledge it, but went about her tutorial business with vivid concentration. At one point she carried a little white rat into Elizabeth’s visual range and proceeded to give it an injection. Within seconds the creature went limp in her hands. She stroked it absently before returning it to its cage. Back at the lab bench, she peeled off her latex gloves, washed her hands in the
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