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THE LETTER



(Anna)

Anna needed to get the futon from the garden room, but her mother was there, drinking. It was a warm day on the North Shore of Long Island in late August 1976, and she was flushed from loading the old Buick station wagon Doug had borrowed to move her to New Haven. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and her wavy auburn hair, which she’d put up in a bun earlier, fell around her face. Doug was rejiggering the boxes in the back of the car as Anna went back inside the white clapboard house.

Stepping into the living room, she heard her mother on the phone. Normally, her mom spent her days in the backyard studio, but she’d come inside to make a call. Her chatter was more than an annoyance; the wild swings in the rhythm of her speech—from staccatos down to hushed tones then back up to shrill laughter—triggered the apprehension Anna had always felt around her. It started in her chest, then crept up the back of her neck and over her skull to her forehead. Anna had a love/hate relationship with her mother. Yes, Linda was an amazing sculptress, a force of creativity, a whirling goddess of clay and stone who’d inspired her daughter to draw and paint. But decades of disappointment had turned her into an alcoholic of the abusive, histrionic variety, and Anna preferred to avoid her. Still, she needed that futon. Moving to the threshold, she saw a coupe glass on the wicker side table. Probably a corpse reviver. Her mother was having her weekly “long-distance cocktail” with her sister in California. The smoke from her cigarette floated out through the porch screens, over the rhododendron border, and into the garden.

“You’re right, it won’t necessarily be a disaster,” Linda said. “Uh-huh. Uh-huh.” The utterances suggested she truly listened to her sister, perhaps the only person she ever did listen to. “We did get along, didn’t we? So why shouldn’t they?” Linda glanced at Anna, who pointed at the futon. “Listen, I have to get off. Anna’s about to leave. I love you.”

Linda stood up.

“You and Sarah taking bets about whether the three of us will get along?” Anna asked. She looked forward to getting away from her mother and living off campus with her two cousins. Her senior year at Yale would be special. She’d do art in her own space and focus on her other passion—languages. The plan was to start Mandarin and continue with French. She hoped to live abroad one day, maybe even travel around the world.

“Of course. Cousins are different from sisters. But you have to admit, it’s an experiment, three cousins moving in together. Anyway, she sends her love. And hopes you’ll transmit news about Robin.”

“Robin can transmit her own news.”

“She can, but she won’t. She never does. Your generation just doesn’t share. Do you need lunch?” Linda asked.

“We’ll get hot dogs on the boat.” Anna and Doug would take the ferry from Port Jefferson across the Long Island Sound to Bridgeport, then get on the highway to New Haven. “You still okay with my taking the futon?”

“I don’t see why you have to go up a whole week before school starts.”

“Because the apartment is available, and I want time to settle in.”

“Aren’t you hot with all that hair? Don’t you know how to make a bun that stays up?” Linda smashed her cigarette in a gold-rimmed ashtray, strode over to Anna, and pulled her hair back away from her face.

“Ouch, stop that!” Anna cried out. She smelled gin on her mother’s breath.

“You’re so beautiful and you do everything possible to make yourself ugly, the way you always have. You eat too much, you pick your skin, you don’t take care of your hair—”

“Enough already! And I haven’t picked my skin in years!”

“I’m glad you’re leaving,” Linda said. “Just watching you every day all summer fills me with sorrow and disappointment.”

“And I can’t wait to get out of here!” Anna screamed. “Because guess what? I’m disappointed in you too!”

“You’re an ungrateful pig!”

“Guess where I learned that from!”

Anna stormed out of the house to the driveway, and there he was, her man, so willing to be helpful, still shoving the easel, boxes, and lamps into the back of the car.

He looked up. “She drinking already?”

“You heard us fighting?”

“Her voice carries.”

“I hate her.”

“I get it. But you gotta let it go.”

“I just wanted to strip the futon in the guest room,” Anna said, “and we had a fight.” She undid her bun and redid it, tucking a rebellious lock behind one ear. “I hate it when she touches me.”

“I don’t understand why you want the futon. Why not buy a real mattress and throw it on the floor?” Doug asked. He was a tall, athletic guy who’d want a big bed to thrash around in.

“I’ll be in the living room,” she said. “I need something that folds up.”

“Why? What about when we want privacy?” Hooking a thumb through the belt loop of her jeans, he pulled her closer and, in a caressing gesture, brushed the hair off her cheeks.

“I hate having to go to the campus studio all the time. I want the living room so I can paint at home. Julia and Robin are taking the bedrooms.”

“Robin needs her own room, okay, I get that, but why Julia? She doesn’t even have a boyfriend. It doesn’t make sense,” Doug said.

It was true. Julia, the youngest of the three cousins, was also the shyest. She’d probably never even been kissed, though she’d come of age in Manhattan in the early 1970s.

“It’s true she doesn’t have a boyfriend, but that’s exactly why she needs her own room. So she can get one and get laid.”

“The three of you had a cousinly meeting about how to help Julia lose her virginity?” Doug let go and stepped back.

“Not exactly—”

“You’re saying we can have sex when you come see me in New York but not when I come up to New Haven.”

“I’ll be coming down to see you most weekends, but you’ll be coming up maybe once a month because there’s nothing to do in New Haven, and you know it. And the bedrooms are too small for me to paint in. Come on, please don’t take this as a rejection.”

“Why shouldn’t I?”

They’d been together since freshman year of high school. They fought often, but she knew how to settle an argument quickly. Moving her hand up and down over his pants zipper, she kissed him lightly on the lips. “Because I like your bod.” She slid her fingers inside his pants.

He returned her kiss with pressure. “All right then. I’ll try not to feel rejected.”

“Come on, let’s go take that futon apart.”

They found Linda still sitting in the garden room.

“Oh, Doug,” Linda said, gulping the last of her cocktail, “how lovely you’re helping Anna.” Her wrathful, loathsome expression had become soft and smiling. She was a quick-change artist, able to behave when Doug was in the room. “I’m so appreciative.” She looked at Anna. “Honey, I hope you find the futon comfortable.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Anna grimaced.

The two young people rolled up the futon, carried it outside, and fastened it to the roof of the Buick with ropes and bungee cords. Doug took the frame apart and shoved it into the rear of the car.

“Okay, we’re leaving now.” Anna took a few steps back toward the front porch; her mother came forward to hug her, then kissed her on the mouth, turned her back, and went inside. Anna wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She didn’t like hugging her mother, and she hated the mouth kiss, some Russian-Jewish thing passed down from her grandmother Iris. It was okay when Iris did it, but when Linda did it—yuck. That tiny bit of love right after the hatred and contempt made her feel unclean.

Fuming, she slid into the front seat where Doug was already at the wheel. Having been subjected to the tortures of art critique groups, Anna guessed her mother’s critical streak had started with her early training. The quest for perfection fostered the habit of thinking, then saying, it’s too dark, it’s too light, it should be a little to the left, a little to the right. The head is too large, the paint is too thick, the composition is off. Artists who got into that frame of mind were bound to extend the criticism to the people around them. Linda thought her husband worked too hard and ate too much. Her older daughter, Evelyn, was flighty, remote, and unreliable. As for Anna, her hair was a tangle, her waist too thick, her academic interests unfocused, and her art lazy.

“I overheard everything before,” he said.

“She always stops when you come in. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“You’d find some other tall, tough guy to keep her under control.” He gave her a big grin, and she couldn’t help smiling back. He turned on the radio—“Don’t Go Breaking My Heart” was on—and they were off.

They drove the car onto the ferry, then climbed the narrow metal staircase up two flights to the top deck, where they stood at the railing. The mood was festive when the big boat pulled away from Port Jefferson with its quaint little marina and ramshackle houses climbing the hill. They stayed at the stern and watched the town grow smaller as they moved out between the sandy cliffs that jutted forward like two arms embracing the bay. Halfway across the Sound, they walked to the prow to enjoy the approach to Bridgeport.

This sea was a neutral space, a safe, watery middle where they could discuss dangerous questions.

“I’ve decided I’m definitely applying to MIT for architecture,” Doug said.

Anna nodded. “That makes sense. I thought you would.”

“Maybe it’s vain of me, but I’m sure I’ll get in. How about you come up to Cambridge to live with me after graduation? Or you still thinking about Europe?”

“I am,” she said. “I’m still thinking about it.”

He put his arm around her waist. “I don’t want you to go away again.”

“But I have to. I have to get away from her. And I want to live abroad again. Junior year wasn’t enough for me. You could put off graduate school for a year and come with me.”

He shook his head and gazed toward the shore. “I don’t feel drawn to Europe the way you do.”

She put her arms around him. “I do love you, but I’ve got to get away.”

He said nothing.

“Doug—”

“You don’t expect me to be happy about it, do you?”

“No, I don’t,” she said. “But I expect you to try to understand.”



When they reached the apartment near Orange Street, Robin, who was settling into the bedroom at the end of the hall, came out to greet them. Anna thought she looked robust and healthy. They hugged, the New Yorker and the Californian, and took stock of each other. Anna liked Robin’s style, the headband over her curly hair, and the big earrings made of brass and enamel, probably from India; she worshipped her older cousin, whose fearless attitude she hoped to emulate one day.

“When did you get here?” Anna asked.

“Just yesterday. I shared the driving with Gloria again. We took a week to drive cross-country.”

“Gloria was your best buddy at Wellesley, wasn’t she?”

“Yeah, I’m really lucky we got into the same graduate school. She’s fun to hang out with.”

“You still going up to Boston before school starts?”

“Yes, I am, tonight,” Robin said. Her girlfriend lived in Cambridge. “I just wanted to drop Gloria at her place and unload my stuff here. How was your mother over the summer? Did she behave herself?”

“Don’t ask,” Anna said. “Thank God Doug was with me today.”

“You still her knight in shining armor, huh?” Robin asked him.

“Yup, serving my lady with love and grace.” He smiled and went downstairs to bring up another box.

“Really,” Anna said, “I’d like to have nothing more to do with her. This morning she was awful. She says mean things. She—she insults me. It’s unbearable.” Tears came to her eyes, maybe because Robin was not only older and family but also a student in psychology interested in female “patterns” who had witnessed Linda’s drunken rages more than once. The three cousins had always helped each other survive their difficult mothers: Anna’s was alcoholic, though the word carried so much stigma at the time it was never spoken, Julia’s was narcissistic, while Robin’s was crazy in some undefined way.

“You should write her a letter,” Robin suggested, “and give her an ultimatum.”

“I’ve thought of doing something like that. But what kind of ultimatum?”

“I don’t know. Something that would set boundaries. What would you like to say to her?”

“I’d like to say, ‘If you don’t stop drinking when I’m around, I won’t come home to visit.’” Anna’s heart pounded with rage.

Doug came in with another carton and set it down. “Sounds good to me,” he said. “I’d support you in that completely.”

“I think it’s a great idea,” Robin agreed.

The younger generation was ready to put the older in its place.

“I’d say to her, ‘If you ever get drunk and harm me again, then I’ll never, ever have anything to do with you ever again.’” She unpacked with quick, angry gestures. “‘Because this time I’ve really, really had it.’”

Anna stopped, thinking of how her father might react. “It’s ridiculous. I can’t,” she said, suddenly deflated.

“Why not?” Robin asked.

“It’s not so easy—”

“Just look at you. As soon as you said, ‘I can’t,’ you started to shrivel, like you were going to collapse.”

“I am about to collapse,” Anna said. “She’s trying to kill me with her hatred.”

“She’s jealous of you because she feels like a failure, and you’re ten times more talented than she is, and you have your whole life ahead of you.”

It sounded so true, Anna had to pay attention. “You’re right. I have to write her.”

“Let’s finish up so you can do it.”

The three of them brought up the rest of the boxes and the easel. Setting her art supplies down, Anna’s rage at her mother softened at the prospect of getting back to painting. It would be her year to master the human form; she’d signed up for figure painting and had a male friend willing to pose for her.

They dragged the futon frame and mattress up the stairs, made the bed, and flopped onto it. Robin brought out a joint. They smoked one, then a second. Anna, who didn’t smoke pot often, flew high as she wrote her mother a letter longhand on a pad of yellow paper.

I’ve had it with the way you insult and criticize me when you drink. You don’t realize how you harm me when you’re intoxicated and how it damages our relationship. Any future contact between us will be conditional on your sobriety.

It was paradoxical to write such a letter while stoned, but maybe she needed to be stoned to find the courage to write it; however, she stopped short of telling her mother how much she loathed her.

I advise you strongly to agree to these terms if you wish to remain in contact with me, she concluded. Your daughter, Anna.

When she was done, Robin went to her room to dig up a stamp and an envelope, then sealed the letter inside.

The three of them got in Doug’s car, and he drove until Anna saw a mailbox and yelled, “Stop!” She jumped out and stuck the envelope in the mail slot. Then they continued on their way to Brother’s Pizzeria, one of the few spots where they liked to eat in New Haven. Doug drove slowly because he was stoned too.
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Robin left for Boston late that night. The next morning, Doug returned to Columbia, leaving his car with Anna. She set to painting the living room and organizing the art corner that would save her schlepping to and from the campus studio. She hated the competitive atmosphere there and wanted to avoid being distracted by other art students.

A few days later, the walls had been repainted, and she made a list of supplies she needed to buy: some canvas, paper, a few new brushes to replace old, damaged ones, and more paint, of course. The letter she’d sent her mother was far from her mind when the telephone rang.

It was her father.

“Anna, is that you?”

“Hi, Dad.”

Anna’s amicable relationship with her dad was facilitated by his minimal appearance in her life. A professor and research scientist at SUNY Stony Brook, Carl Stark spent seven days a week at the lab to escape his wife. The more absent he was, the more Linda drank, and the more Linda drank, the more absent he was. This arrangement lubricated the nominal cohabitation of two people enslaved to a joyless marriage by history, property, and children.

“How’s school going?” Carl asked.

“Fine. How are you?”

“I went to the post office to pick up the mail,” he said, “and I saw a letter from you to your mother.” He cleared his throat.

“Did you give it to her?” She imagined him, white lab coat buttoned over his protruding belly, sitting in the university office on the same linoleum hallway as his smelly lab.

“Not yet. I haven’t opened it, but I can guess what’s in it,” he said. “I know you had a rough summer.”

“I can’t stand it anymore, Dad.”

“You can’t understand. She’s had so many failures and frustrations—”

“That’s no excuse for the way she treats me—”

“You need to think this through, Anna. If you fight with her, I’ll be forced to choose sides. You’re my daughter and I love you, but she’s still my wife, and she runs my home . . . in her erratic way . . .”

“Daddy!”

“Where and how would I see you if you break with her? It’s absurd, Anna. You can’t do this.”

“I’d come see you at the lab.”

“And where would you stay? At a motel?” he asked.

“I’d stay with Doug and his parents.”

“Anna, I’d still have to make a choice. The most likely upshot would be that I wouldn’t be able to see you anymore.”

Anna clenched her teeth. She had launched the letter in self-defense, like an arrow, and her father had intercepted it in midair. He was aware of Linda’s verbal abuse but had never stepped in to defend his daughter because his instinct was to side with his wife. Since Linda had always reserved physical violence for when no one else was around, he didn’t fully understand the harm she’d done, and Anna couldn’t explain it to him now because the habit of not speaking was old and deep.

“Anna,” he said, “you still there?”

“I’m still here.” She contained her fury in order not to alienate the only parent she had.

“Can I tear up this letter?”

“Okay,” Anna conceded, “tear it up.”

She felt trapped and betrayed as she heard the faint sound of paper being ripped.

“It’s done,” he said.

Maybe one day, with a little imagination, she’d be able to do something different and more constructive with her anger, like tap into it as a source of strength and momentum to propel herself far away.

“Okay then,” she said.

“It’s for the best. You’ll see.”

Frustrated but relieved, she hung up. Maybe her father was right. She had wanted to excommunicate her mother, but the drama would have been a huge and draining distraction from school. Her mind turned to fantasies of escaping to France or China or some other land. One day she would set out bravely and maybe not return.

Anna picked up the list for the art store and looked at it again. Brushes, paints, and canvas. For the moment that was all she really needed to make herself fresh and clean.
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WANNA BE CRAZY FREE



(Robin)

Robin left for Boston late, after having pizza with Anna and Doug, and it was around midnight when she arrived at Stephanie’s apartment in the three-story brownstone on Commonwealth Avenue. She wore jeans, a folded red bandanna that kept her short, dark curls off her face, and a pair of beat-up Frye boots. Stomping around in those boots during her years at Wellesley College, she’d kicked through mounds of leaves in the fall and crossed snowdrifts in the winter and puddles in the spring. She’d even worn them under her graduation gown. Now, in the summer heat, they made her feel powerful and confident, the graduate of a women’s school that had given her the sense of being the first sex and no longer the second. And enough of an adult to be in a relationship with her professor.

Robin let herself in with her key, put her bags down, and saw Stephanie asleep on the couch with a manuscript on her belly. That was what Steph did: she worked until she couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore. Robin sat down beside her.

“Steph,” she whispered. “I’m home.”

Stephanie stirred, opening her eyes, and Robin leaned over and kissed her lightly on the lips.

“Where have you been?” Stephanie asked. “I thought you’d be here for dinner.”

“I wanted to help Anna unpack a bit. Then it made sense to eat with her and Doug. And . . . well . . . we had a smoke, so I had to wait for it to wear off.”

“Why would you get high when you knew you’d be driving up?”

“I said, I waited for it to wear off.”

Stephanie propped herself up a bit and glanced at the clock. “You could have called. I don’t have your new number and couldn’t call you.”

“There was a lot going on.” Robin chafed at the cross-examination.

“I was dozing, longing for you. And remembering our first kiss. You remember it?”

“Of course I do.” Robin felt her irritation softening.

Robin had become involved with Stephanie, who’d been her teacher in a class on feminism, in the fall of her sophomore year at Wellesley. Robin had been drawn to her without realizing it at first; she simply accepted the open invitation to come to office hours as often as she wanted. The two women were opposite in a way that created attraction. Robin: young, a little lost, and more than a little wild. Stephanie: mature, in control, and seemingly wise.

“Tell me what you remember.”

Robin laughed. “I said to myself, ‘What am I doing getting into my teacher’s car, going to her apartment?’” One evening, after a meeting of the feminist circle on campus, Stephanie had invited her back to her apartment for dinner.

“That whole drive into Boston, all I could think about was how I wanted to kiss you.”

It had been a little expedition for Robin as Stephanie lived in Boston, almost an hour from the suburban Wellesley campus. The drive had given them the time and privacy they needed to shift from their teacher-student relationship to a more intimate rapport.

“I was so nervous,” Robin admitted.

“But as soon as we got here . . .”

“Our clothes came off.” Robin shifted uncomfortably on the couch. She had to decide whether to tell Stephanie about the hetero adventures she’d had that wild summer in San Francisco. When they’d parted lovingly in June, Steph had given her permission to step out.

“Be free, don’t let me tie you down,” Steph had said. But who knew what her reaction would be when faced with the facts of Robin’s recent escapades.

“You want something to drink?” Robin asked. “I’m parched.”

“Water.”

Robin went into the kitchen and flipped on the light. She saw clean dishes in the dish rack and on the windowsill, the plants she’d given Stephanie over the years: a little African violet, a spider plant, and an ivy. Robin liked taking care of people, animals, and plants, and she liked giving gifts. But the plants looked dry and neglected. The African violet was burned by the sun; Stephanie hadn’t kept it in indirect light as instructed. Filling a couple of glasses with water, Robin stared out at the low buildings on the other side of the avenue. They were partly blocked by the dense foliage of trees growing in the wide median, but lights shone through, and a piece of the triangular, neon Citgo sign floated above in Kenmore Square. Sounds from stereos and TVs came in through the open windows from neighboring apartments, and voices rose from the sidewalks.

Back in the living room, she saw Steph was gone. Robin found her lying naked in the bedroom, the sheet kicked down. The streetlight filtering in through the flimsy curtains illuminated her skin. Steph’s blonde hair, long and wavy with reddish tints and a bit of frizz, made her think of Botticelli’s Venus. Robin was ashamed that she had a thing for blonde women because she thought it made her sexist. But blondes were the light to her dark. They ignited her passion for the female body—made her want to bury her face in the nook of a woman’s head and shoulder or in the crevice between her thighs. Some of Steph’s hair was braided; the rest lay loose on the pillow. Robin put the water down on the night table and lay down next to her. There was a soft eroticism in lying fully dressed next to her naked lover. She caressed her breasts, leaned over, and sucked on a nipple.

“I missed you,” Steph murmured. “Take your clothes off.”

“You’re not too sleepy?”

“Not for something simple.” They had code words for their different routines. “Simple” meant stopping after a single climax—just a bedtime release to wind down.

Robin was soon naked. They intertwined, moving together like waves. Steph’s skin felt silky, both cool and warm against hers. She felt Steph’s hands stroking her face, then moving down between her thighs. There were kisses, caresses, exploring fingers. There were words of love.

Afterward, Stephanie quickly dozed off, but Robin felt restless in her arms and bothered by the light coming in through the curtains and the music in the street. Her eyes open, she measured how her summer adventures had breached her emotional attachment to her partner. Yes, Stephanie had given her permission to have other lovers, but there were consequences to infidelity: Robin had diluted her feelings for Stephanie, thinning the broth as it were, and the intensity of her early passion was gone. She’d made love to her partner fueled by ritual horniness, not the joy of reunion.

Disconnection came over Robin as she wondered how much her infatuation with Stephanie had been fed by a need to escape the fishbowl life of Cazenove, or “Caz,” the dorm that lesbian students favored. Certainly, it had been a relief to commute to Steph’s Boston apartment, where she did homework while her lover prepared classes. On campus, the two women had to be discreet. At the time, there were no official rules against a professor getting involved with a student; nonetheless, either because theirs was a same-sex relationship or because of their age difference, they had the sense of doing something risqué. Boston, however, gave them the anonymity they needed to function as a couple. They could go out together, even hold hands in the street. On Saturday nights, they went to the movies or to a gay bar to dance. They especially loved the 1270 with its blaring music, flashing lights, and people of all genders and preferences, dancing and mating. They could let loose there, and flirt and dance with others, but they always arrived and left together.

After graduating from Wellesley, Robin had returned to her parents’ home in San Francisco for the waitressing job she’d had every summer since high school. She and Stephanie promised to write and call as they had the two previous summers, and they planned to commute between Boston and New Haven when Robin began graduate school. Steph had told her more than once that she didn’t believe in monogamy because no one could own anyone else; jealousy was an invention of the patriarchy, which saw women as property and baby makers. The philosophy of the day left Robin both committed and free to do anything she wanted, so once back in California, she went to straight bars, where she picked up guys and had casual adventures. She was a little out of control, but out of control didn’t seem like a bad thing under the circumstances. Sleeping around enabled her to release the tension she experienced back home, and it also distracted her from memories of her uncle Gabe, who had molested her repeatedly when he visited. She’d been twelve and thirteen at the time, and her parents had been oblivious. These days, they were similarly unaware of when she was gone overnight because they constantly fought about money and property.

When her summer job ended, Robin returned to the East Coast via New Mexico, where she picked up Gloria to share the driving. Robin liked driving back and forth between the coasts. Her car was her power and freedom, and she wasn’t about to leave it in San Francisco when she went east for school. She had time on the road to wonder whether Steph was sincere in allowing her to play around, but the wondering didn’t lead anywhere, maybe because she and Gloria made a detour up to Boulder to visit friends and get stoned in the mountains, then stopped in Nashville to listen to music and do some serious drinking, and finally treated themselves to a poolside cabin and champagne at a Catskills resort. Gloria, like Robin, worked hard and played hard. She was good company, and the spaces in between being stoned and drunk were spent driving, yakking, and singing along to the radio. Gloria was a free spirit but also someone you could count on.

The summer had been one long stretch of fun. The best part had been her fling with a twenty-five-year-old rock musician, Theo. It had lasted two months and felt special, though they hadn’t spoken about continuing long-distance. Robin had thought of herself as gay and monogamous, but maybe she was bi, or even hetero, or just needed multiple partners. The only way to find out was to have more experiences, and Stephanie was likely to stand in the way of that.

Around two or three in the morning, Robin put her anxiety and her conscience to rest with the comforting thought that if the week ended in a bust-up with Stephanie, her cousins and her best friend, Gloria, would be there to catch her when she got back to New Haven. She’d have plenty of shoulders to cry on.

When she woke up six hours later, the pillow next to hers was empty. She found Stephanie on the couch, drinking coffee and marking up a manuscript. Steph was in her fifth year of teaching women’s studies at Wellesley. With two years left until her tenure review, she was prone to worry and overwork. If her book about women’s poetry and her teaching evaluations weren’t noteworthy, she’d be out of a job when her seventh-year evaluation came up.

Robin sat down next to her on the worn couch and kissed her lightly on the lips.

Steph stroked Robin’s hair. “I’m so glad you’re back. You’re staying until school starts, right?” She gave her an odd look.

“I am,” Robin said.

“Looking forward to it?”

“Yeah.” Reflecting on their plan to commute between Boston and New Haven, Robin wondered how she could have agreed to such an arrangement. It had felt right then, given their intense involvement. But her summer had been eventful, and the future now seemed unclear.

“Thank you for the sweet reunion last night,” Steph said. Her eyes shimmered.

“It’s good to be home,” Robin said, although she didn’t know whether Steph’s place still was home. “You revising your own work?”

“Yes.” Steph gestured toward a Xerox copy of a manuscript on the coffee table. “I’m writing an article about Adrienne Rich.”

“We read her poetry in your class,” Robin said, nodding. She glanced at the title page bearing the words Of Woman Born.

“This book isn’t poetry. It’s about the social construction of motherhood. It’s coming out in October.”

“How did you get the manuscript?”

“I got a copy to get ahead of the game. She’s a friend of mine. She’s the voice of our generation of feminists, but what she writes is crucially important for everyone. Everyone. You need to read it when it comes out.”

“Okay, I will.” Robin was willing to receive enlightenment from her former teacher. “And what are you writing?”

“A talk for the winter conference,” Steph said, making a face. It would be another paper to build up her already impressive CV.

“Why the frown? You’re brilliant.” Robin was being sincere: Steph’s intellect had been part of the attraction.

“You know that sometimes brilliant isn’t enough.”

There had been a case the previous spring of an accomplished assistant professor and friend of Steph’s who hadn’t gotten tenure for reasons not explained by the institution. Wellesley was elitist, choosy, and harsh, and Steph’s anxiety about her job and future had been high for over a year.

“All you can do is your best. And obviously you’re on the cutting edge of things.”

“I have to retype this goddamn thing,” Steph complained.

“How about I start typing the pages you’ve already edited?”

“Would you really? I’d appreciate it so much. Can you make a carbon copy? Here, take her manuscript and check the passages I’ve quoted, will you? The last thing I want to do is misquote her.”

“Sure, whatever you need.” Given this was her first day back, Robin had hoped her girlfriend might have been willing to take some time off to have fun together. But she smiled, gave Stephanie a stroke on the knee, and gathered up the corrected pages. After pouring herself some coffee, she sat down at the typewriter and began to work.

She was glad to help Stephanie, and the hum of the electric Smith Corona had a soothing effect until a tension started inside her. Robin could hear Steph’s teaching voice in her head as she typed her prose. Having a professor as a lover could be as oppressive as it was inspiring, and sometimes Robin didn’t feel grown-up around her. But Rich’s discussion of motherhood intrigued her. Robin had always thought of her own mother’s parenting style as a product of her particular neuroses, frustrations, and disappointments; she’d never wondered how it had been conditioned by the patriarchy or previous generations of women. Her mind slipped sideways to her grandmother Iris, who’d been nine when her impoverished parents had fled the pogroms of Russia and come to New York in steerage. Iris had grown up in poverty, but her daughter, Sarah, had given her a step up by marrying a wealthy entrepreneur. By the time Iris followed that daughter to California, she had reinvented herself as a lady of aristocratic taste and nonconformist lifestyle. If Robin’s mother was a snob, her grandmother was a genius at social climbing.

The thoughts about family broke Robin’s concentration and took her back to her summer in California. Staring out the window, she thought about Theo and their two months together in San Francisco. He had a mass of pale curls, a charismatic smile, and a gift for songwriting. A tune he’d been working on that summer went through her head. He’d said she was its inspiration.


Why should I care what other people say

It’s none of my business what they think of me

I have a lock on crazy, that comes easily

What I want above all else to be

Crazy free Crazy free

crazy Like a dog on a beach

Crazy free



She’d loved listening to him sing and play and how he dressed in pink and purple and garish orange and took her to restaurants in neighborhoods she’d never have thought of exploring. And she’d loved the way he took instruction when he went down on her. She’d initiated him into the finer points of the oral arts so that by the end of the summer, if there had been an Olympic competition for male performers of cunnilingus, he would have been a gold medalist.

“You learn so quickly. Between your oral skills and your crazy shirts, you must have been a lesbian in a former lifetime,” Robin had once joked during a postcoital cuddle.

“I’d be okay with that,” he’d said with an impish smile.

Although their relationship had been casual, she missed him. Robin sighed.

Stephanie got up from the couch and came to stand next to her, putting an end to Robin’s erotic memories. “You stuck on something? I know my handwriting can be illegible.”

“No,” Robin said. “Just needing a break.” She gave in to her restlessness and stood up. “Or maybe another cup of coffee.”

Stephanie followed her into the kitchen.

“You don’t have to do the typing for me if you don’t want to.”

“I do want to. Because then maybe we can spend some time together and do something fun.”

“Of course,” Stephanie said. “I’m sorry. I should have offered to take the morning off. We haven’t had a chance to catch up.”

“It’s all right.”

“I’m so self-involved sometimes.”

Robin said nothing.

“And we need to catch up,” Stephanie continued, “because your letters were kind of brief.” Placing her hands on the younger woman’s waist, she gave her a reproachful look.

Robin hesitated, wondering whether Steph had read between the lines of those letters. “You know, between waitressing and dealing with my mother and . . . everything else . . . I was really busy.”

“I gather you have things to tell me. About ‘everything else.’”

Robin was startled. “You want me to tell you things?”

“We’ve always been open with each other.”

“It’s easy to be open when there’s nothing to hide,” Robin said.

“But now you have something to hide?”

Robin faced her. “No, not if you don’t want me to.” Her heart pounded and her mouth was dry.

“I don’t want you hiding anything,” Steph said.

Robin saw the beads of perspiration on Steph’s forehead and knew the game was up. Might as well spit it out.

“I had . . . a few flings. There it is. Now you know.”

“I’m not surprised.” Steph stiffened a bit. “With guys?”

“How do you know?”

“Talk about being open, when I touched you last night, you were definitely more open.”

Betrayed by her vagina, Robin blushed, then was vexed with herself for blushing. Why should she be ashamed? “You told me to be free,” she said.

Steph didn’t respond, just looked at the floor.

“You said you thought monogamy was ridiculous, an invention of the patriarchy,” Robin continued, “and that you wanted for both of us not to be trapped by rules.”

Steph’s jaw hardened; a tear welled up in the corner of each eye. “Yes, I wanted us both to be free, but I also thought that your love for me was special, like mine is for you. Special enough that I’d be enough.” She shook her head angrily, tossing her reddish-blonde hair. “But I’m not enough for you, clearly. I’m going out for a walk.”

“Steph, listen—” Robin reached for her arm, but Steph yanked it away.

“You’re young, you should fuck around! But now it’s my turn to be honest, and I’m not going to pretend I’m happy about it.” She grabbed her keys and ran out, slamming the door behind her.

Lightheaded, Robin sat down. It was a big life lesson: people can say and believe one thing but feel and do another. She wasn’t about to label her lover a hypocrite for preaching non-possessiveness, then being jealous. It seemed normal, and the truth was that they’d talked a lot about relationships in general, yet had never spelled out the exact terms of theirs. How many people had the courage to do that, anyway? She poured herself a glass of water and dialed Gloria in New Haven. Please be there, Gloria, she repeated to herself as the phone rang and rang. And rang again.

“Hello,” Gloria said.

“Thank God you’re there.”

“You sound terrible! Things okay with Mrs. Robinson?” Gloria saw Steph as an older, manipulative seductress.

“No, they’re not. I told her about Theo, and she didn’t take it well.” Theo was the only fling Robin had mentioned to Gloria, who might have been shocked by the number of partners she’d had that summer.

“Hmm. So much for rebelling against the patriarchy.”

“We had a fight and she walked out.”

“She’ll come round. She has to, after all the bull she spilled in class—”

“I didn’t think it was bull,” Robin said. “Steph meant it when she said jealousy is used by men to control women, and I agreed with her. I still do.”

There was silence on the other end of the line.

“Maybe you need the freedom you’ll get if she breaks up with you.”

“That’s not particularly comforting.”

“I don’t know what to say. Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Robin said.

“Okay, how about this? She believes her own ideology and she wants to promote it, so she’ll have to calm down and take you on whatever terms you offer.”

“You think so?”

“I’ll bet you a round of drinks at the Duchess,” Gloria said, referring to a lesbian club in New York they’d talked about visiting.

“Oh God, Gloria.”

“What?”

“I got myself into a mess.”

“It’ll be okay.”

Robin sighed. “I was happy driving back. We sure had a good time.”

“Nashville especially! Jesus, we got wasted.”

They laughed, then Robin turned serious again. “You know what I’m realizing? I want to always be that free. Free the way I felt on the road with you. Crazy free.”

“Supposedly if you’re really in love, you no longer want to be free. That must be what Steph is feeling.”

“Maybe. But I don’t get it. Why shouldn’t I love more than one person at a time?”

“A lot of people don’t want complication. And life is long. People change,” Gloria said. “Maybe you’ll want to be monogamous one day too.”

“Anything is possible, I suppose.”

They hung up, and Robin opened her diary. After recording what happened, she concluded with, I honestly don’t know who I am or what I want. Then she hid the notebook in her bag. The heat was oppressive. Thinking it would be cooler by the water, she headed toward the Charles, stopping at Baskin-Robbins for a double-scoop cone. She chose banana and strawberry, the comforting flavors of childhood; the cold of the ice cream was refreshing in the August heat. The river came into sight, and a slight breeze riffled the water. As Robin walked west on the Esplanade, she crossed walkers, joggers, and a few bicycles; on the river were sailboats, a few canoes, and crew teams. Her eyes darted around looking for Stephanie; they both enjoyed walking here, and it was a natural place to come on a hot day.

And there she was, gazing at the river and braiding her reddish-blonde hair.

Robin walked over and sat down next to her.

Steph glanced sideways at her, then looked back out at the water as she continued braiding.

“Want a bite?” Robin extended the cone.

“Sure.” Steph leaned over and took a lick of strawberry. “Hey, why don’t you just hand it over for a sec?”

Steph reached for the cone, took a few more licks, and handed it back. There was a long silence.

“Are we going to talk?” Robin said.

“Sure.” Stephanie paused. “I feel embarrassed. Like . . . caught not practicing what I preach.”

“Your reaction was normal.”

“But I want to change what’s normal. That’s why I teach women’s studies.” Steph stroked Robin’s knee. “And I’m aware of the age difference between us. I’m thirty-two, I’ve had a bunch of relationships, so I’m ready to make a choice. But you’re twenty-two. You gotta do what you gotta do.”

“Meaning?” Robin looked out at the river. The movement of the sailboats, so graceful and unbound as they bent with the wind, reminded her of what freedom tasted like—cool water, fresh air . . . a dance of speed and light.

“Go ahead and have your adventures. Time will tell whether I can handle it.”

“Wow. Thank you.”

“Let’s go to the 1270 tonight,” Steph suggested. “That’ll get us back to normal.”

“Sure,” Robin said.

As Robin took the hand Steph offered, relief mingled with a sense of disaster deferred. For she both loved Stephanie and wanted out.



The 1270 was as it always was, quiet at the bar by the entrance, loud at the disco upstairs. Robin loved to dance almost as much as she loved having sex. Sometimes she even loved it more because it put her back in her body in a way that felt pure, with a blank mind. She danced with Steph, then with a voluptuous redhead, then a tall, scrawny guy with a goatee. Steph danced with other partners too; they kept separating, then coming back together. It was the way they operated at the club, except that tonight Robin sensed her girlfriend’s eyes on her when she danced with others.

Robin was gyrating to “You Should Be Dancing” when Steph disappeared from the dance floor. Robin found her downstairs drinking a Rum Collins at the bar and chatting with the gay Black bartender, their favorite because he poured generously, his extravagant pours being an act of general defiance. No one reproached him for his excesses, not even the bar owner, because revolution was in the air, although not seriously the way it had been in the 1960s. Ten years later, revolution was more of an ironic gesture, a jaded pose.

“Hey,” the bartender said to Robin, “you’d better take care of your lady. She’s killing me with that face.”

Steph looked glum indeed.

“I’ll take care of her.” Robin took the barstool next to Steph. “You getting tired?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Steph said. “I hate the Bee Gees. And an old gal like me—what am I doing at thirty-two going to discos? It’s ridiculous.”

“What’s ridiculous about liking to dance?” Robin said, though the ten-year gap between them suddenly felt like twenty.

Steph shrugged. “Let’s go home.”

It was a beautiful summer night, and they walked down Boylston, holding hands until Steph let go to blow her nose. Then she put her hands in her pockets, and Robin waited for what was coming.

“You seemed pretty into that redhead,” Steph said.

“Oh, fuck.”

“Yeah, sorry. You’re right! I shouldn’t have said anything. God, I’m an idiot.”

“If you’re going to be jealous every time I look at someone else—” Robin started.

“No, I won’t be. I’ll adjust. Trust me.”

Robin was skeptical but didn’t have the energy to pursue it, and they continued walking in silence.

Later, they fell asleep lying back-to-back instead of spooning the way they usually did.

During the night Robin heard Steph get up and go to the bathroom. A door slammed. Maybe Steph had drunk too much and was throwing up. No, Steph was a grown-up who knew her limits. Too tired to investigate, Robin fell back asleep. Waking at dawn after only four hours’ rest, she glanced sideways at her lover, who looked like she might sleep till noon. Robin was
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