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We had been living together for about a week when my roommate told me she had asked specifically to be paired with a girl from a world as different as possible from her own.

She did not want a roommate from the same privileged world in which she had been raised, she said. She did not want a roommate who had been raised, as she had been (but this was my thought, not hers), to believe you could make this kind of special request and expect it would be granted. I, for example, would never have believed that I could have had any say in my choice of roommates. I did remember receiving some forms from the college housing office that summer, and answering such questions as “Do you mind rooming with a smoker?” But that I could have filled the blank half page under Comments with something like “I want a roommate from this or that background” would never have occurred to me. No, I wrote. I did not mind rooming with a smoker, even though I was not a smoker myself. I had no preferences of any kind. I was completely flexible. Though I had done well in high school, I had never taken it for granted that I would go to college: no one in my family had done so before me. That I had managed to get into not just any college but a good one remained a little overwhelming. I left the space under Comments blank. I had no comment to write unless it was to say thank you, thank you for accepting me, and when my roommate told me what she had done, it brought me up sharp. How exactly had she phrased it? What words had she used to describe me?

It was 1968. “Your roommate will be Dooley Drayton,” someone from the school had written me later that summer. “Miss Drayton is from Connecticut.” But one of the many changes she made soon after arriving on campus was her name. She would no longer go by the name Dooley, she said. It stank of bourgeois affectation. And worse. Dooley was a family name, and the part of her family that had borne the name, somewhere on her mother’s side, had been from the South, she said, and were descended from plantation owners. In other words, slaveholders. So “Dooley” was out of the question. We were never to call her by that shameful name but rather by her middle name, the taintless “Ann.”

Her father was the head of a firm that produced surgical instruments and equipment, a business that had been in Drayton hands for some generations (before that they were barbers, Ann told me, and this was true and not the joke I at first took it to be), and the family owned several valuable patents. Her mother did not work, she had never worked, though she’d had a good education. She, too, was from a prominent family, older and more distinguished if less prosperous than the Draytons, and she was an alumna of our school.

“She’s one of those women,” Ann said. “You know: she belongs to all these clubs and sits on all these boards, she goes to a lot of benefits and parties, and when she throws a party herself, it gets written up in the paper.”

I did not know any woman like that.

But I had not needed to be told that my new roommate came from a family much better off than my own. I had seen the clothes she brought from home. I had watched her unpack her suitcases and fill her closet and dresser drawers (the room comes back to me: two of each — closet, dresser, desk and chair, desk lamp, armchair, mirror, bed; I would remember the room as very small, but it seems to me now it must have been a rather sizable room if it could hold all these furnishings) with her beautiful new clothes. But I had seen those clothes before. I had pored over them as they appeared in photographs in the recent “college-bound” issues of magazines like Seventeen and Mademoiselle. The same poor-boy sweaters and man-tailored shirts, the same suede jackets and maxi skirts. The same tweeds and plaids. Heather in various shades was big that season. High-heeled boots were all the rage. Over-the-knee socks were still in style, and I remember textured stockings.

Not that Ann looked like the young women in the magazines. She was as thin as a model, perhaps even thinner than those models, who were not as thin as models are now. But she was not beautiful. Her lips were thin, so thin I had trouble imagining any man wanting to kiss them, but I suppose men did want to — she always had plenty of dates. Her nose also was thin, and sharp, and her chin was sharp — a profile like a hatchet, I remember thinking, with her long, thin neck for the handle. Her eyes were a cool shade of green, but her blond eyelashes — she was very fair — were almost invisible. She had what is sometimes called blue skin, the kind of milky, near-transparent vein-revealing skin that will not ever tan, a source of anguish to her. The word meager came to me the first time I saw her. She was meager. She was mousy. She had poor posture and a gawky walk. Under a hundred pounds she weighed, but her step was tromping, graceless. She did not look rich or sophisticated, there was nothing elegant or chic about her, no director ever would have cast her as herself, she was not a convincing heiress or debutante. “I can’t play patrician,” I once heard a waiter-actor lament, and neither could Ann. On the other hand, she would not have looked out of place waiting on tables.

She would not get much use out of that perfect collegiate wardrobe. Only for a few weeks at the beginning of the semester, the same period when she also wore makeup and set her hair, did she pay attention to how she dressed. She would set her hair at night, before bed, using setting lotion and large plastic clip-on rollers. In the morning she would comb the hair out so that on one side it turned under, in a pageboy, and on the other side it turned up, in a flip, and she raked the long bangs sideways across her brow. It was a popular style then; it had been popular for a long time. But that year it went out completely — or maybe it had already gone out. Hard to say: styles (in all things) had begun changing so rapidly. At any rate, it was all wrong now, no matter which side you looked at it: the flip was out, and so was the pageboy. Bangs were still permissible, but not set and combed like that, never.

So Ann stopped setting her hair, and then she stopped cutting it. She let it grow, including the bangs, until they were all grown out, and she washed it every day with Dr. Bronner’s Magic Soap and let it dry naturally, and that is how she wore it, straight and parted down the middle, her best feature by far, eye-catching in its flaxen plenty. (Those who insisted Ann Drayton secretly used bleach did not know Ann Drayton.) And she stopped wearing makeup.

One day that fall she put up signs in the dorm: she was having a closet sale. She sold everything, even some things she had never worn or had hardly worn, for much less than what she had paid, or what her mother had paid, I should say. Ann did not keep the money. She gave it away. She gave it to some charity, as I recall, or more likely to one of the political causes she had taken up by then. And after the sale, at which I myself bought nothing (she was not giving the clothes away, but to me they were still her castoffs, and I would not have been caught dead in them), she was rarely to be seen in anything other than a T-shirt and jeans.

So far, nothing remarkable. Many of us would change the way we looked that first semester. Many would change our habits as well. Half if not more of the students who had called themselves nonsmokers on those housing forms took up smoking as freshmen, including Ann and me. We could smoke anywhere on campus, there was no such thing as a smoking section, and in class more often than not the professor smoked, too.

Change: many new students that year were appalled to find themselves in a college for women — for, of course, they were no longer the same people they had been the winter before, when they’d applied to Barnard. They had not suspected then what they knew for certain now: women’s colleges were pre-Gutenberg, and the very first thing some of these girls did was apply for a transfer to a school that was coed.

Ann’s mother was furious when she learned what Ann had done. They had shopped for that college wardrobe together. Not just money, but a lot of time and effort had now been wasted. But Mrs. Drayton had little power over Ann, least of all the power to make Ann feel remorse. Ann did not care what her mother thought. She did not care what either of her parents thought. She did not care whether she made them angry or pleased them — you could tell she was happier when she had managed not to please them. She did not please them at all when she stopped answering to “Dooley,” as she had not pleased them the year before when she stopped calling them Mummy and Daddy and began calling them Sophie and Turner. It was there from the day I met her, this overt disrespect, and it took my breath away to hear how she spoke about her parents and how she spoke to them, on the phone. (Most of us used the community dorm phones, but a private phone was one bourgeois privilege Ann would not do without.) I actually heard her tell her mother to go fuck herself. I heard her tell her father he was a prick. I had never known anyone to speak to his or her parents this way or to treat them with such contempt. I thought surely at some point her parents would draw the line, they would punish her, they would pull her out of school, stop paying her bills — something. But Ann assured me they would never do any of this. “I’m their only child,” she explained. “I could murder someone and they wouldn’t disown me. I could murder one of them and the other would stand by me.” And yet she saw nothing in this to admire. Such loyalty could not dilute her contempt by a drop.

She clenched her fists when she spoke of them.

What had they done to her? Had they beaten or starved her? Had they kept her locked up in a dark room? Had her father perhaps done the unmentionable? Had her mother turned a blind eye?

No. I had seen girls to whom such things had happened, and they did not behave like this one. The girl I knew whose father had done the unmentionable while her mother turned a blind eye was always telling everyone that she had the best mummy and daddy in the world, long after she had been taken away from them.

Not long into that first semester, the father of one of our classmates wrote a letter to The New York Times. A Columbia alumnus, he had encouraged his daughter to apply to Barnard, and he had been thrilled when she was accepted. But the school to which she applied was a far cry from where she now found herself, this man wrote. Bad enough that about the same time she received her letter of acceptance, Columbia students had rioted, occupying buildings and forcing the university to shut down. Bad enough that a Barnard girl had made national news after being threatened with expulsion for cohabiting with a boy. The nightly curfew that had been in effect when his daughter applied to Barnard had been abolished almost as soon as she arrived, along with all restrictions regarding male guests. What next?: he wanted to know. Coed dorms? In fact, the following semester, we would demonstrate for coed dorms by exchanging beds with Columbia undergraduates for a couple of nights, and this, too, made national news.

The letter from the Outraged Father was much read on campus and, of course, derided. I bit my tongue when Ann announced she was going to write a letter in response, and I had to hide how impressed I was when her letter was printed.

It was the year of Tet, the year of the highest number of American casualties in Vietnam. It was the year of the Prague Spring, the year of the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Dr. King, the year the Democratic National Convention turned bloody (it was also the year of My Lai, but we were not yet aware of it) — and what was it that had stirred this particular American citizen to protest? (I don’t think Ann wrote “citizen”; I think she wrote some other word which an editor changed.) Curfews! The relaxing of parietal rules. Ann wrote that she was reminded of all those Americans who were more upset about the use of obscenities by war protesters than they were about the war itself. But her main point, as I recall, and presumably the reason her letter was published, was the inability of the two generations to understand each other. “We seem incapable of agreeing about what is important.” For this in itself was an issue of major importance in those days: how parents and children were being wedged further and further apart.

I agreed with Ann. She was right, of course. The man’s letter was pre-Gutenberg. And I was glad that in her letter Ann had also pointed out that it was only Barnard students who had to obey curfews in the first place. “We get curfews, they” — our Columbia brothers — “get maid service.” For some, that female students were expected to clean their own rooms was more galling than any curfew.

So I agreed with Ann. I think we almost all did. And yet my first, honest (though unexpressed) thought upon reading the father’s letter had been: Hey, this man really cares about his daughter. As it turned out, the daughter herself, a big pink-faced girl with long blond braids who always made me think of a milkmaid, had not been so touched. Her father had not consulted her before publishing his letter, and she accused him of humiliating her.

It was the first time Ann had ever shared a room with another person. (In her house in Connecticut, which would have been spacious even for a family larger than three, she had not only her own bedroom but her own floor.) To her, the idea of having a roommate was thrilling, promising a kind of intimacy that she, as an only child, had never known. Like all only children, she had suffered from not having brothers and sisters, and though she’d always had friends, her childhood came back to her as a time of piercing loneliness. I knew that piercing loneliness, too, and that you did not have to be an only child to suffer from it. She’d been sorry when her parents decided against sending her to boarding school, not only because this set her apart from her two best friends but also because it denied her a chance to live out one of her deepest fantasies. Most of us dreaded the idea of having to share a room with a stranger, but for Ann it was one of the best things about coming to Barnard.

What she had really wanted, she said, was a black roommate. But she had not had the courage to ask. She had hoped she might end up with a black roommate anyway. Although in 1968 there were more black students entering college than in any year before, there were still not many. At Barnard, just about all black freshmen were paired with one another. After that first year, when students were no longer required to share a room, most of them would choose to live on the floor that was for black residents only. There was a special table in the dining room reserved for BOSS (Barnard Organization of Soul Sisters), and during meals I would see first Dooley and later Ann gaze longingly in that direction. “I wish I were black” was a sentiment she had no qualms about expressing, was indeed constantly expressing — though never within black hearing, it must be said. She felt only shame and horror at being a member of the cancerous (sometimes it was leprous) white race.

We were lying in the dark. It was late, and we lay in our twin beds, I under an army blanket that had belonged to my father, she under a quilt that had belonged to her grandmother. It would become our habit, chatting in the dark like this before going to sleep. A Simon and Garfunkel record was playing, the volume very low. Ann loved music, and to my astonishment she had brought to school an expensive stereo set and two large boxes of LPs.

I did not say anything when she told me this — how she had wanted a black roommate. How she had not had the nerve to come straight out and ask, and so had merely requested someone from a world “as different as possible” from her own. (“I thought they would get it.”) And when I remained silent, she remained silent, too. The music stopped. The stereo turned itself off. This late, the traffic below our windows was fairly quiet. But there was always at least some traffic, and there was always the IRT. Another astonishment, for me, and reason for envy: how quickly Ann adjusted to living on Broadway. (On the housing questionnaire, of course I’d said no, I would not mind living in a room that got lots of street noise.)

Ann waited, no doubt she was waiting for me to respond, but I only let my silence fill up the room, and after a time I began breathing so as to seem to be asleep. And then I heard a long sigh, and almost instantly Ann herself was truly asleep.

I lay awake listening to her breathing deepen and then roughen into a snore. There was some light coming in from the street, and I could see the outline of her ridiculous lumpy head (those rollers). Between our two beds stood our two desks, and on my desk was the Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary that had been a graduation gift from my high school English department, and beside the dictionary was the leather-handled letter opener that had been a graduation gift from my mother. I wanted to get up and seize these two things and carry them over to Ann’s bed, and I wanted to drop the book on Ann’s head and, having got her attention, plunge the letter opener into her chest.

Have I said that her chest was completely flat?

For some time I tossed and turned in this wicked state, until I thought of something that made me almost laugh out loud. I tried to imagine anyone writing on the housing questionnaire “I want a roommate who is white and rich.”

As usual when I look back at the past, I am afraid of remembering things wrong.

If I am remembering correctly that Ann had plenty of dates, for example, she was probably prettier than I have made her out to be. And what I recall as unattractively sharp features might be more generously described as fine.

And take this: “The petite, attractive blonde is the only child of Turner and Sophie Drayton.” From a newspaper article — and here I am not relying on memory. I have the clipping right in front of me. Of course, for many people it is enough for a woman to be young and blond to call her attractive.

There is a photograph accompanying the article, but you cannot tell much from it, because Ann is looking down, her head is bowed, and her long blond hair has fallen forward to hide most of her face.

The next morning, nothing was said. I thought it possible that Ann did not remember the conversation, or perhaps, because I had not spoken at all, she thought that I’d in fact already fallen asleep and had not even heard her remark about the black roommate. That afternoon, I called home. When I reported the conversation to my mother, she said, “I don’t understand, Georgie. You mean, she’s disappointed because you aren’t colored? Why would a colored girl be a better roommate than you?”

This was, as I say, right at the beginning, when Ann and I had been roommates just about a week. By that time she had made it plain how much she wanted us to be friends. Of course, I knew this would never happen. To be friends, you had to share confidences, didn’t you — but imagine baring your heart to a creature like Ann. On the contrary, it seemed to me I’d have to be constantly on guard. I had no choice. I was stuck with the creature for the next nine months and would have to make the best of it. But no one could force me to be friends with her. I didn’t need her friendship — not in that place. Already in those early days, I was meeting scores of other girls, many of whom I liked and who clearly liked me. As for Miss Drayton of Connecticut, I would never give her what she wanted. She would have to find someone else to play out her fantasies. I would never tell her what she wanted to know (“Everything!”). I would avoid asking her about her life, and when she asked about mine, I would answer with more silence, or lies. This was my strategy. It would take a lot of discipline — the kind of discipline I was in fact famous for being without. But my mind was set. I would thwart the dream this girl was so pathetically open about: we would never be sisters.

Everything she had was mine, she said. I could wear any of her clothes anytime, without asking first. I could use her telephone whenever I liked — if the conversation was private, I should just tell her and she’d go wait in the hall. I could use the stereo anytime, too, and play any of her records I liked.

Whatever she owned, I could borrow. Whatever she had was mine, too.

I did not touch her clothes, most of which would have been too small for me anyway. I did not use her phone, and though the records were too much temptation for me to resist, I played them only when she wasn’t there, and afterward was careful to make it look as if nothing had been touched.

Her class schedule was taped to her desk. I learned by heart the hours when she would be out. Other times, if I didn’t have class myself, I’d arrange to be elsewhere. Evenings, after dinner, instead of going back to our room, I would hang out in the room of some friends down the hall or in one of the common rooms. There was a TV room and a room called the Quiet Study, and both were usually empty. I would spend hours there, neither watching TV nor studying (I would do almost no studying that semester), but daydreaming (I was a champion daydreamer in those days) or reading magazines or writing letters to good old high school friends whom I missed and with whom, I could already tell — it was part of the abiding homesickness of that first year — I would soon lose touch. Or I would write in the journal I had started keeping that summer, which, when I read it years later, would be charged with the same sense of loss, itself like a letter to someone on the point of vanishing: my own adolescent self.

When, finally, I would go to our room, it was often late. And no matter how late it was, I would always find Ann awake, as if she had been waiting up for me. She was usually reading when I came in the door, and she would close her book and smile at me — shyly, but without trying to hide how glad she was to see me. She would put on some music, her beloved Simon and Garfunkel, or Billie Holiday or Bob Dylan, and we would get ready for bed. She would stand in front of her dresser mirror and set her hair. (“Oh, I wish I could wear an Afro!”) And while she was setting her hair, we would talk. Or more precisely, she would talk, rattling on without stopping for breath, as if she had been waiting all day for this moment, for me to come home and hear every detail about her courses, her parents, and her period.

Once the lights were out, the talk would go on, even if it was well past midnight and we both had early morning classes. It might go on as long as an hour or two. It might go on till dawn. And it was not just us; all up and down those halls, roommates were awake far into the night. (And somebody’s eyes must meet the dawn — Dylan.) And it was during these times that my guard slipped, my resistance cracked — I was tired, after all — and something about the lateness and the music and Ann’s hushed voice — I would picture her thin, thin lips moving in the dark — cast a spell on me.

I say spell because in fact the more Ann talked, the more I wanted to hear her.

*

Something I always gave her credit for: Ann was smart. At seventeen (she’d been skipped a grade, as so many bright kids back then were) she had already had what struck me as a remarkably successful life. There were plenty of Barnard girls who’d been skipped and who’d had brilliant high school careers. But Ann was known well beyond her school for some of her achievements. In eighth grade she had won a nationwide essay contest (“What I Can Do for My Country”), which I unfortunately remembered having entered, too. She had a scrapbook filled with clippings from Connecticut newspapers, and one wall of her bedroom at home was covered with the cups and medals and ribbons and plaques she had won, either in school or on horseback. A framed letter from President Johnson, commending her efforts to organize food and clothing drives to help Bridgeport’s poor. (No such commendation, needless to say, for organizing her school’s branch of High School Students Against the War.) “To a born leader” was how the principal had signed her high school yearbook. People said she might just grow up to be our first woman president — and among her youthful dreams, Ann once confessed, had indeed been that “silly” one. At the very least, she would make her name in politics. (Typically, precociously, instead of running for class office herself, she chose to manage other students’ campaigns, calculating she would learn more.)

But even before she got to college, Ann’s thinking had begun to change. She could no longer see herself working for the system. The system was corrupt through and through, she said, and you could not be a part of it without becoming corrupt yourself. So it was goodbye to that dream, as it was goodbye to “Dooley” and goodbye to horses. Oh, she would always love horses, she said, but equestrianism was on that growing list of things (along with tennis, weddings, monogamy, and cocktail parties) that she now called bourgeois affectations. (Sometimes she said, “That is such a B.A.,” for short.)

Why pretend I was not envious, when I was always envious of Ann, who had accomplished so much more than I, more than any other person our age I knew?

I, too, had studied French in high school, had gotten good grades, and had even belonged to the French Club. But I could never have done what Ann did: write lengthy letters in French to a pen pal in some lycée in Provence.

Even more astonishing, she had written a children’s book. Now, here was one of my own grand ambitions, though I never imagined it was something that could be done before I was much older. Years later, when I was indeed much older, Ann would tell me, “You always begin by thinking it can’t be done. That has always been your biggest problem, George.”

I should explain. George is my surname. My parents — my mother, I should say, since this was her domain — in a moment of regrettable cuteness, forgetting that I would not always be a wittlebitty baby, but for most of my life a grown and (judging by other members of the family) probably not so diminutive woman, named me Georgette. This might have been something peculiar to our neck of the woods. I grew up with a Clark E. Clarke, a Simone Simon, a Shane MacShane, and a Lee Annabelle Lee. I don’t even want to say what my mother named the twins. (Hint: they were born Christmas Eve.) I was called Georgie when I was small, and later Gee Gee. In high school I had to put up with Georgy Girl. (Let me at them, and I will destroy every copy that exists of that dumb song.) In college it was George that stuck — partly, I guess, because of the old girls’ school tradition of calling one another by surname. Ann in particular was attached to the name, maybe because of Nancy Drew. I, too, had been a Drew fan and remembered the dashing tomboy cousin whose given name was, oddly enough, George. (Once I knew who they were, I preferred to think of George Eliot and George Sand.) And when someone on our floor started dating a George — a great bruiser of a jock — we called him Georgette.

Ann wrote her children’s book when she was fifteen. A friend of her parents’ who was an artist read the book and liked it so much he decided to illustrate it, and the book was published. Another family friend, a neighbor — not in Connecticut but on Martha’s Vineyard, where the Draytons summered — was a filmmaker, and he had cast Ann in one of his films. It was the smallest of roles, hardly bigger than an extra, but still. It was a film almost everyone knew.

Hollywood. Simon & Schuster. Could I be blamed for thinking that the kinds of things that happened to Ann were the kinds of things that happened only in heaven?

Yes.

My mother, who did not like the sound of this roommate one bit, or the way I could not stop talking about her, saw fit to point out that it was connections that had got Ann’s book published, and connections that got her the part in the film. Without those family connections, Mama said, neither thing would ever have happened, and I was not supposed to forget this. My mother, who could not bear that I held any illusions about the world, or that I for one moment believed that I was not just as good as any other girl. For her, the lesson in all this was the old ugly one: it was always who you knew. Which might have been true, but it could not quite strip all the glamour away, not for me.

What got even deeper under Mama’s skin was this: Why does she have to go bragging about all these things to you?

But Ann was not bragging. It would be wrong to suggest that she was trying to impress me or to make me feel inferior. It might have come out that way when I reported to Mama (at the time, I was reporting to her about once a week), as it might be coming out that way now, as I write — but that is the problem with memory and narrative. I should not give the impression that Ann lay there glibly ticking off her accomplishments. These and other facts about her life came out over a long period of time, and it was not conceit or boastfulness that made her include the enviable things; it was simply that they were part of the story, Ann’s life story so far, and she wanted me to know everything. It was all part of her yearning for intimacy, her need to share. In fact, Ann hated anything that even smacked of evasion or secrecy. She thought there was too much of that kind of thing in the world, and it was wrong. We lived in a society where too much was hidden, covert, and she was not just talking about the government. She held the radical notion that in a truly enlightened and just society there would be no secrets, for the very need for secrecy would have withered away. It was the existence of social inequity and the evils it gave rise to that in turn gave rise to the evil of secrecy. There was the secrecy that came from guilt (this in itself a bourgeois invention), and the secrecy that came when one individual or group desired to keep hold of its power over other individuals or groups and taught them to be ashamed of things for which they were not responsible and which they could not help. (It’s been a long time. I may be simplifying or distorting Ann’s thought to some degree, but this was certainly the gist of it.)

People ought to be able to trust one another and to be wholly honest and open with one another, and come the revolution, that was how it would be. Glass houses for everyone.

It all sounds much crazier now than it did at the time, but even back then I wasn’t sure how Ann could possibly believe all this — though I never doubted she was in earnest. She was never not in earnest. And there was no touch of the hypocrite about her. She worked hard to be open, honest, and trusting herself. And so when the time came and Ann found herself in trouble, I remember how shocked I was to hear her accused of lying. It was hard for me to understand how other people — people who held her fate in their hands, no less — could not know it, too: Ann always told the truth. She believed that some of the chains in which men everywhere found themselves were those emotional ones that prevented them from giving voice to their suffering and letting others know what they needed. This was a favorite theme, a cornerstone of Ann’s philosophy of life, and I could never hear it without thinking, Don’t let the pack know you’re wounded, which was a kind of motto where I came from.

*

Where I came from. Upstate: a small town way up north, near the Canadian border. Jack Frost country, winter eight months of the year. Oh, those days before the globe had warmed, what winters we had then, what snows. Drifts halfway up the telephone poles, buried fences, buried cars, roofs caving in under all that weight. Moneyless. A world of failing factories and disappearing farms, where much of the best business went to bars. People drank and drank to keep their bodies warm, their brains numb.

The people. Given the sparseness of the population, you had to ask yourself, Why so many prone to violence? Many were related, true, and a lot more closely than you liked to think. Did inbreeding lead to viciousness? Alcoholism certainly did, and alcoholism was universal. Whole families drank themselves to disgrace, to criminal mischief, to early death. Here was a place where people seemed to be forever falling. And talk about secrets — more skeletons in the closets than in the cemeteries. Statistically not a high crime area, but a world of everyday brutality: bar brawls, battered wives. And not every misdeed was perpetrated under the influence.

I remember acts of violent cruelty even among children. Woe to the weak, the smaller kids, the animals (oh, the animals) that fell into those hands. And I remember blood feuds with roots going way back to before my grandparents’ time, feuds that left at least one in every generation maimed or dead. The savage world of the North Country poor. I do not exaggerate. The boy next door, a teenage giant with a speech defect so severe only his mother could understand him, hanged a litter of kittens from the branches of a Christmas tree.

And yet for all this, as I say, I was homesick when I went away to school. For all this I can feel even now the keenest nostalgia, and why? Because it was mine, my youth, my home. Because I had turned my back on it. Because that is the way of the heart. And what about my own violence? My wish to stick a blade in my sleeping roommate was not something new. I had known this kind of impulse my whole life, wanting to wound or kill any one of that number (and what a number it was, in that place where it seemed every other person was either bully or predator) who made me feel helpless, humiliated, afraid.

The Duchess of Windsor. What’s she got to do with anything? Well, it was she, wasn’t it, who had a pillow embroidered with her favorite motto, “You can never be too rich or too thin”? My mother, who was good at needlework, should have stitched a pillow for herself: Don’t let the pack know you’re wounded. (With, say, on the reverse side: It’s always who you know.)

My mother. Already she has interrupted this story several times. Makes sense. She was very much with me in those days. Did I miss her? I would not say so, exactly. That last year at home in particular, I had been so glad to be getting away, and it would be a lie to say she wasn’t one of the things I was glad to be getting away from. Still, Mama was with me. I would have been ashamed had anyone known how much I thought about her, how I sometimes cried, thinking about her. Some of the women who worked in the college dining hall made me think of her: she had worked in a school cafeteria herself. They had her same chronic weariness and sullen temper, the same dark, loose flesh around the eyes, the same coarse skin. It was a given that their legs were veiny, their ankles puffy, and that their backs ached. Home from work, they would fling themselves down, exhausted, and yell at the eldest daughter to start making dinner. If the girl had the spirit to balk — not tonight, she had a date, she had homework, she was pooped herself, she had cramps — her mother would heave her dead weight up and with her last bit of strength deliver a good slap.

If there is one thing I can never forgive, it is the way my mother would, without hesitation or compunction, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, lift her heavy arm and slap me in the face. She did it sometimes even in public, causing people to stare, causing me a mortification that would never leave me. Even now, from time to time, just the memory of this can make me despair, and I will feel, oozing out of me like ichor from a sore, a few drops of the will to live. It might have been news to some other students who were taking the same course in Russian literature: “At every moment, somewhere, a child is being beaten” — Dostoevsky. I knew it from the time I could walk, and sometimes the child was me.

And of course she had been beaten in her turn, by her mother and by her father, who kept a birch hanging ever ready from a nail behind the front door. (I saw the evil thing myself, as a child; I touched it with my own hand.)

Later she would be beaten by her husband. And though she died of a blood disease, and at a time when no one had laid a finger on her in years, these words came to me then, these words lodged in my brain when she died, and would not be dislodged: Beaten to death, my mother was beaten to death.

O mother of the thinning hair, the mouth set always in a peevish line. O weary, battered mother of the bulging veins, the harrowing periods, the throbbing molars, and the spastic back. I do not remember a time when you did not look worn.

Yet I knew that as a child she had won a beauty contest at a local fair. A Shirley Temple look-alike, people said, and the sole photograph to survive from those days proves it: enormous dimpled cheeks and a mop of curls. Which may explain why I was able to watch those old thirties movies over and over when they played on TV. Captain January, The Little Colonel, Poor Little Rich Girl, Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm. But no one was going to tell me those ringlets were real — no more than the ones on my Shirley Temple doll (always my favorite, not to be supplanted even by Barbie). I learned the words to all the songs and often sang along (On the go-o-d ship Lol-li-pop), until my mother ordered me to shut up. Like so much else, those movies got on her nerves. In particular she hated the inevitable scenes (and no Shirley Temple movie was without at least one) in which Shirley had to cry. Even a child could see the actress was not up to this. But she would try: she would whine and sniffle and pout, and the scene would drag on interminably, until my mother snapped, “Someone ought to give that kid a good smack!” It was not clear whether she meant the movie character or Shirley Temple herself. What was all too clear was that Mama’s own palm was itching; she would have liked nothing more than to be able to reach into the old Zenith and haul the poor kid out and smack her silly herself.

Now that she is dead, when I think of her what I feel is mostly pity. She has become what memory often makes the dead: more sinned against than sinning. And when I think of her life — with its endless physical labor, its inescapable beatings and constant humiliations — that life can seem to me in many ways hardly better than a slave’s.

She had never finished school (her hands were needed on the farm), and though this was not unusual and there were plenty of others in that poor rural community with no more schooling than she had, my mother suffered this like a brand. So ashamed was she of her own speech, she did not like to open her mouth outside her own house. She did not want anyone to know (and neither did I) what a slow reader she was (in fact, she hardly read at all). She could not spell. Whatever long distance might cost, she would always rather phone me than write. Knowing her, she was probably afraid that someone besides me might see one of her letters. Then they would know. (Believe me, I would have made sure no one saw.) Sometimes I would use a word — skittish was one, I recall; another was benighted — and she would stare at me, lips compressed, and shake her head: never heard that word. And she did not like this, either, your using words she’d never heard. She could lash out if you did that. (“Listen, Miss High and Mighty.”) You were expected to be more careful.

Until I corrected her, she thought that the doctor had diagnosed her condition as very coarse veins.

Those veins that gave her so much trouble came of having six children, including one set of twins, in eight years. My father — where was he? Canada, we sometimes thought. It was where his roots were, anyway. (“You call this winter? You call this cold?” he used to tease. “You sissies don’t know what real cold is.” One of the few things about him I can still remember.)

Wherever he was, no one was looking for him. Whenever Solange, the only one of us who missed him and who would herself run off and disappear one day, used to pester, “Is Daddy dead? Is Daddy dead?”

“If there is a God!” Mama would roar.

That story goes something like this:

Another fair, this one itinerant. A fortune-teller, a gypsy who was not a Gypsy, just a former prostitute from Niagara Falls. Holding my father’s hand in hers, stroking his palm with one pointed red nail, she saw a long life, she saw a long, happy life of much good fucking, she saw tragedy should he let such a chance pass him by, and before the fair had folded its tents, those two had sneaked away — across the border, some said at the time.

Soon after he was gone, my mother sent Noel and Noelle to live with her sister in Rochester, and we were on relief.

It would never happen to me. My mother’s fate would never, never be mine. To begin with, I would never stay with a man who was going to be mean to me. I would walk out at the very first sign.

My best friend in high school, a tough but beautiful girl named Ina, whose homelife was very similar to mine, called me naïve. “Hey there, Georgy Girl, get real. They’re all the same, all these guys. They all slap their wives around.” Which was true. Okay, not Mr. Tansey who worked at the dry cleaner’s; we could safely assume Tiny Tansey had never slapped anyone. But who’d ever want to be with him? Okay, then: if I could not find a big, handsome man who would not slap me around, I would live without men. “What,” said Ina, blowing an ugly sound through her pretty nose. “And be like the walleyed wallflower?”

My heart shook. She was talking about that sad case, Miss Crug.

As it turned out, it was Miss Crug, who taught English and French, who really did have something very weird going on with that right eye, and who, at forty or fifty or whatever she was, still lived with her parents — it was that sad case Miss Crug who made sure that my fate would be nothing like Mama’s.

Halfway through my junior year I became her special project. Miss Crug was full of plans. Of course I was going to college, and I could do better than a state school, she said. She was sure I could get into one of the elite private schools. My job was to keep up the grades. Good that I played basketball and sang in the chorus. Better if I also joined some academic clubs — French, for example. It was said the SAT was not a test you could study for, but at least I could go to bed early the night before and eat a good breakfast. And remember, I didn’t have to score high on the SAT, I just had to do respectably. Miss Crug had sought the advice of her brother, who had gone to a state school like herself but now taught at Barnard.

She didn’t have to work hard to convince me. In fact, I never understood why Miss Crug carried on the way she did, as if it might be the end of the world (for her? for me?) if I didn’t follow her advice to the letter. She could get quite strangely worked up when we talked, insisting that I take this college business with the utmost seriousness and, as if no longer able to control herself, throwing her arms around me and holding me tight, stroking my back and kissing the top of my head. Then she would pull away and stare at me for a bit, her strange eyes that were never focused now focused at last — on some deep point in my soul that it would take me another twenty years or so to locate myself.

My mother didn’t have much use for Miss Crug. Like everyone else, she thought Crug was a weirdo; she laughed when she heard her called the walleyed wallflower. But she was all for my going to college, Mama said. She was already proud of how well I was doing in school, turning out to have what she called “a set of brains,” being a good example to the younger kids. But with colleges all over the state, and many close to home, she didn’t see why I had to go so far away, and to New York City, of all places. “I didn’t even know they had any colleges there.” She thought —

It didn’t matter what she thought. I was going. I got in, and I was going.

I had promised that when I got to Barnard, first thing, I would look up Miss Crug’s brother, who taught religion, I think, but I never did. Nor did I ever write to Miss Crug, though I’d promised to do that, too — not even to answer a letter she sent me early that fall. In fact, I never saw or spoke to Miss Crug again. My mother called me a monster of ingratitude, a phrase she’d probably picked up from TV. Now, of course, she was all on Miss Crug’s side. That sweet Miss Crug who had done so much for me. But had I kept up with Crug, had I written her every week, had I kissed her hands and washed her feet, my mother would have found this equally vexing. With Mama, I could do no right.

I took the bus to New York, a journey that would take all day. Fresh out of bed hours earlier than usual, my mother didn’t bother to put shoes on to drive me to the station, and that is how I remember her, shuffling around the bus station in worn-out open-toed house slippers, her thin hair pulled back so tightly in a rubber band that patches of scalp gleamed through. (Why, Mama, why?)

No tears, but a squeeze I thought would snap my ribs from that woman who could do nothing gently. “Feel like I’m never going to see you again,” she grumbled, and I almost said, Mama, you have never seen me yet.

It was still dark as the bus pulled away, and not a mile on, we hit a deer.

From that same bus station about a year later, Solange would take off herself, a runaway. And for a long time, memory linked them: Solange gone missing, the dead deer.

Two suitcases: one old, hard, battered, and heavy; the other soft and brand-new. At the bus terminal in New York, a man appeared — big, handsome, smiling, as if he’d been sent to greet me. He offered to help, and I was surprised when, after hefting each bag, he chose the lighter one. And then, as if to prove that this really was a place like no other, a city where miracles could happen, he vanished into air.

One suitcase. I lugged it to the taxi stand. Twice as heavy it felt to me now, as if everything in the other suitcase had, by a second miracle, been transferred to it.

The taxi driver looked blank when I said “Barnard,” making me wonder if it could really be as famous as Miss Crug had said. But when I added “Columbia,” he nodded and took off.

“There you are! I thought you’d never get here! Are you having your other clothes shipped? Me, too. It’s so much easier. But you must be starving. You missed the Honey Bear welcome dinner! You also missed my awful parents…”

Blonder, thinner. But not prettier. I had been worried about that.

I didn’t say anything about the lost suitcase, just as I didn’t say anything about it to my mother when I called her that same night to say I’d arrived. It was only much later that it all came out — the suitcase, the man, Mama’s slippers, the deer — one night when Ann jumped out of her bed to come kneel beside mine — “Oh, tell me, George, please, what is it, what’s wrong” — having been woken out of a sound sleep by my sobs.
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