
ON STRIKE 
AGAINST GOD 

JOANNA RUSS 





On Strike 
Against God 

Joanna Russ 

O u t & O u t B o o k s 

Distributed by 
T h e Cross ing Press, T r u m a n s b u r g , N e w Y o r k 1 4 8 8 6 



Copyr ight © 1980 by Joanna Russ 

No par i of this work may be r e p r o d u c e d or utilized in any 
fo rm or bv any means , e lectronic or mechanica l , i nc lud ing 
photocopying, r eco rd ing , o r by any i n fo rma t iona l s torage 
and retrieval system, wi thout pe rmiss ion in wr i t ing f r o m 
the publisher. 

Cover design a n d p h o t o g r a p h : f ee C o r i n n e 
Book design a n d t y p o g r a p h y : Ellen S h a p i r o 
Product ion: Cynth ia Crowley 

Library of Congress Ca ta log ing in Publication Data 

Russ. Joanna, 1 9 3 7 -
On strike against C o d . 

I. Title. 
P Z ' l . R 9 5 4 8 0 n [PS3568 .U763] 813' .54 8 0 - 1 2 0 8 4 
ISBN 0 - 9 1 8 3 1 4 - 1 3 - 5 

M a n u f a c t u r e d in the Un i t ed States of Amer ica 

O u t & O u t B o o k s 
Distributed by 
T h e Crossing Press, T r u m a n s b u r g , N e w Y o r k 1 4 8 8 6 

Th i s publicat ion was m a d e possible with public f u n d s f r o m 
the New York State Counci l on the Arts . 

I'rodu<ed at Till- I'rint Center. Inc., Box lOfiO. lirookhn. \.Y. 112(12. 
;i non-|>roftt printing l'acilit\ for literan and arts-related publicalii>ns. 
Funded In I lie New York State Council on the Arts anil the 
National Fmlow men! tot the .Arts, 



A u t h o r ' s N o t e 

My apo log ies to f r i e n d s w h o s e h o u s e s , d o g s , g a r d e n s , m a n -
ne r i sms , c lo th ing , a n d l a n d s c a p e s I h a v e s to len f o r this b o o k . 

I have also s to len l i t e ra ry q u o t a t i o n s . " I n d e f i n a b l e r a p t u r e " 
c o m e s f r o m M a r y E l l m a n n ' s Thinking About Women ( H a r c o u r t 
B race , J o v a n o v i c h , N e w Y o r k , 1968, p . 95 ) . T h e v a r i o u s 
q u o t e s f r o m l i t e ra ry w o m e n a r e as fol lows: " H o w a r e we 
f a l l e n ! f a l l e n by m i s t a k e n r u l e s " — A n n e , C o u n t e s s o f 
Winchi l sea ; " W o m e n live like Ba ts o r Owls, l a b o u r like Beasts , 
a n d d ie like W o r m s " — M a r g a r e t C a v e n d i s h , D u c h e s s of New-
castle, b o t h q u o t e d by Vi rg in ia W o o l f in A Room of One's Own 
( H a r c o u r t , Brace , & W o r l d , N e w Y o r k , 1957, p p . 62 a n d 64) . 
" A n y o n e may b l a m e m e w h o l ikes" is t he b e g i n n i n g o f t h e 
f a m o u s f emin i s t o u t b u r s t in C h a r l o t t e B r o n t e ' s Jane Eyre\ 
" H o w g o o d it m u s t b e to be a m a n w h e n you w a n t to t rave l , " is 
q u o t e d by Til l ie O l s e n f r o m Rebecca H a r d i n g Davis's l e t t e r to 
a f r i e n d in Olsen ' s b i o g r a p h i c a l essay o n Davis in Life in the 
Iron Mills ( T h e Femin i s t Press , O l d W e s t b u r y , N e w Y o r k , 
1972, p . 101). " J o h n l a u g h s at m e b u t o n e expec t s t h a t in 
m a r r i a g e " occu r s in C h a r l o t t e P e r k i n s G i l m a n ' s The Yellow 
Wallpaper ( T h e Femin i s t Press , O l d W e s t b u r y , N e w York , 
1973, p . 6). "I t h a d all b e e n a t h e r a p e u t i c lie. T h e m i n d was 
power less to save h e r . O n l y a m a n — " is p a r t of M a r y M c C a r -
thy's s torv, "Ghos t ly F a t h e r , I C o n f e s s " in The Company She 
Keeps ( H a r c o u r t , B r a c e & W o r l d , N e w York , 1942, p. 302) . 
T h e last q u o t a t i o n , " I /Revolve in m y / S h e a t h of i m p o s s i b l e s — " 
is p a r t of t h e e l e v e n t h s t anza o f " P u r d a h " in Sylvia Pla th ' s 
Winter Trees ( H a r p e r 8c Row, N e w York , 1972, p . 41). 

S o m e of t h e a b o v e have u n d e r g o n e m i n o r revis ions , b u t 
t h e r e a r e n o m a j o r ones . 

Fo r t hose i n t e r e s t e d , t he s t r ike r e f e r r e d to in t h e title is t h e 
sh i r twa i s t -maker s ' s t r ike o f 1909-1910 which o c c u r r e d in New-
York a n d P h i l a d e l p h i a . It was t h e f i rs t g e n e r a l s t r ike of its 
k ind a n d t h e f i rs t l a r g e s t r ike of w o m e n w o r k e r s in this c o u n -
try. It involved b e t w e e n t en a n d twen tv t h o u s a n d w o r k i n g 
w o m e n , most b e t w e e n t h e ages of s ix teen a n d twenty-Five. 
T h e y he ld o u t f o r t h i r t e e n weeks in m i d w i n t e r . O n e magis -
t r a t e c h a r g e d a s t r i ke r : " Y o u a r e on s t r ike aga ins t G o d a n d 
N a t u r e , whose p r i m e law it is tha t m a n [sic] shall e a r n his 
b r e a d in t h e sweat of his b r o w . You a r e on s t r ike agains t G o d . " 
Details mav be f o u n d in E l e a n o r F l exne r ' s Century of Struggle 
( A t h e n e u m . N e w Y o r k , 1970, p p . 241-243) . 





" Y o u a r e o n s t r i ke a g a i n s t G o d " — s a i d by a n i n e t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y A m e r i c a n j u d g e t o a g r o u p o f w o m e n w o r k e r s f r o m a 
text i le mill . H e was r i g h t , t oo , a n d I d o n ' t w o n d e r a t h i m . 
W h a t I d o w o n d e r is w h e r e d i d t h e y ge t t h e n e r v e to d e f y 
G o d ? B e c a u s e y o u ' d t h i n k s o m e t h i n g w o u l d i n t e r f e r e wi th 
t h e m , give t h e m n e r v o u s h e a d a c h e s , h i t t h e m , m u d d l e t h e m , 
n a g at t h e m (at t h e ve ry least ) a n d p r o h i b i t t h e m f r o m d a r i n g 
to d o it, j u s t as s o m e t h i n g in te r f e r e s wi th m e , too , t r ies to k e e p 
m e away f r o m c e r t a i n r e g i o n s . As I w r i t e th i s t h e co ld M a r c h 
r a i n is t u r n i n g t h e n e w g r o w t h o f t h e t r e e s a n d b u s h e s a n 
i n t e n s e r yel low a n d r e d , a s o r t o f p h a n t o m fal l in t h e t a n g l e of 
w e e d s a n d b r a m b l e o u t s i d e m y w i n d o w . B u t s o m e t h i n g 
d o e s n ' t w a n t m e to t h i n k a b o u t t h a t . I t ' s t oo b e a u t i f u l . I o n c e 
h a d a f r i e n d ca l led Rose , w h o m I 'd k n o w n f o r yea r s , w h o l ived 
in a s l u m t h a t n o m a t t e r h o w s h e p a i n t e d t h e walls, it still 
l o o k e d r o t t e n . T h e last t i m e I e v e r saw h e r was j u s t b e f o r e I 
s t a r t e d t e a c h i n g ; I was t w e n t y - n i n e . I w e n t to visit h e r in Eas t 
N e w Y o r k ( B r o o k l y n ) w h e r e s h e still l ived wi th h e r m o t h e r 
a n d we t a l k e d , as we a lways d i d , a b o u t a r t a n d a b o u t t h e 
col lege p r o f e s s o r s h e ' d b e e n in love wi th f o r years , a m a n 
m u c h o l d e r t h a n she . R o s e a n d I w e n t t o h i g h s choo l t o g e t h e r . 
It 's th is l o n g - d r a w n - o u t b u s i n e s s o f i n t e r p r e t i n g his g l ances , 
his casua l r e m a r k s , h o w h e s h a k e s h e r h a n d . S h e ' s go t it ail 
e l a b o r a t e l y f i g u r e d o u t . W h e n I v is i ted h e r s h e was p u t t i n g 
away h e r t h r e e sui t s , h e r t w o scarves , h e r o n e s w e a t e r , h e r t w o 
c h a n g e s o f j u n k j e w e l r y — a l l R o s e has . S h e lays it o u t ex -
quis i te ly in h e r b u r e a u d r a w e r s a n d e n j o y s t h e s e n s a t i o n o f 
l iving l ight . I t 's c h e a p b u t s h e t a k e s e n d l e s s t i m e c h o o s i n g it 
a n d l a u n d e r i n g o r c l e a n i n g it. ( S h e w o r k s as a n a c c o u n t a n t , 
b u t no t o f t e n , so s h e h a s n ' t m u c h m o n e y . ) W h e n e v e r Rose 
d e c i d e s to r e n o u n c e t h e w o r l d s h e fee ls so g o o d tha t s h e goes 
o u t to t h e mov ies a n d calls f r i e n d s t h a t very n i g h t . W h e n I was 
t h e r e h e r m o t h e r h a d t h e T V o n in t h e l iving r o o m of tha t 
very little h o u s e — t h e y live in a sec t ion o f d i l a p i d a t e d c lap-
b o a r d h o u s e s , i r o n ga t e s o v e r all t h e s t o r e f r o n t s a t n i g h t , lots 



() / J o a n n a Russ 

Buzz o f f , k n o t - h e a d . 
Your attitude toward your femininity is ambivalent. You hope and 

yet you fear. You attract men, but you drive them away. What a tangle 
is here! 

I g igg led . 
You do not like men, Esther. You have penis envy. 
T h e y have h u m a n i t y envy . T h e y d o n ' t like m e . 
Come now, men are attracted to you, aren't they? 
T h a t ' s n o t w h a t I said , k i d d o . 
H e c o m e s back ev e ry o n c e in a whi le , very s t e rn a n d seve re ; 

t h e n h e goes back u p i n to a c l o u d to c lean his f a n g s . W e ge t 
a long . A f t e r a whi le you t a m e y o u r i n t e r i o r m o n s t e r s , it's on ly 
n a t u r a l . I d o n ' t m e a n t h a t it eve r s tops ; b u t it s tops m a t t e r i n g . 
I t r u d g e d d o w n t h e hill a n d u p t h e hill to h o m e ( then u p t h e 
stairs). My k i t chen is always a g r e e t i n g ; I d o n ' t k n o w why. I 
d o n ' t l ike to cook . Yet m y a p a r t m e n t a lways s t r ikes m e — a f t e r 
each small a b s e n c e — a s s o m e t h i n g I 've c r e a t e d mysel f , with 
my o w n two h a n d s , s o m e t h i n g solid a n d colorf ul a n d nice, like 
an a n a l o g u e o f myse l f . It g r e e t s m e . You can see t ha t this is 
g o i n g to r e q u i r e a n a w f u l lot o f (na tura l i s t ic ) p a d d i n g whi le I 
walk h o m e , c l imb s teps , s leep , o r go f r o m o n e r o o m to an-
o t h e r . B u t in r e c o m p e n s e I will tell you w h a t I was t h i n k i n g all 
t h e way h o m e in t ha t chilly, f r a g r a n t , A u g u s t n igh t : I was 
t h i n k i n g t h a t I fe l t sexual ly d e a d , t h a t I was p e r p e t u a l l y t i r ed , 
t ha t my b o d y was cold a n d s e l f - c o n t a i n e d , t h a t I h a d been so 
f o r e leven years , eve r s ince my d ivo rce , a n d tha t n o t h i n g I h a d 
d o n e o r cou ld d o o r w o u l d eve r b e ab le to d o w o u l d eve r b r i n g 
m e back to life. I d i d n ' t like tha t . N o t that it was a t ragic 
fee l ing ; it was on ly s o m e t h i n g mi ld ly a s t o n i s h i n g (in t h e mid -
d le of all t h e t h i n g s I d o like a n d en joy) . It a m a z e d m e . As I 
t h r e w t h e w i n d o w s o p e n to t h e n i g h t I t h o u g h t tha t at least I 
h a d f e d my showy, n e u r o t i c , i n s e c u r e , exhib i t ionis t ic p e r s o n -
ality to t h e ful l o v e r t h e last f ew years , tha t in this o n e way (and 
m a n y o the r s ) I was very h a p p y , I e n j o y e d mysel f t r e m e n -
dous ly , b u t t h e r e was s o m e t h i n g else I d i d n ' t have , a n o t h e r 
way in which I was d e p r i v e d . Yet a mi ld fee l ing , bel ieve me . At 
least so f a r . 

I'll tell you s o m e t h i n g : my psychoana lys t (I m e a n t h e real 
one) u s e d to r i d e a r o u n d M a n h a t t a n o n a mo to rcyc l e . It was 
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only mob i l e bits of l a n d s c a p e . Unt i l you l ea rn bet ter , you t h i n k 
tha t a l a n d s c a p e d wor ld can ' t h u r t you o r p lease you, you 
n e e d n ' t b o t h e r a b o u t its soul , you n e e d n ' t be warv of its g o o d 
looks. 

Unt i l you l ea rn be t t e r . 
I w e n t o u t o n e n i g h t last A u g u s t to look f o r my f r i e n d J e a n , 

who ' s a g r a d u a t e s t u d e n t in Classics h e r e . T h e small t own I 
work in (1 teach Engl i sh) ha s a co l leg ia te a p p e n d i x s tuck on 
o n e e n d , two smal l s t ree t s o n t h e hill d o w n f r o m t h e U n i v e r -
sity, a n d in the m o r e i m p o r t a n t b lock, t h e o n e r e s t a u r a n t t ha t 
stays o p e n t h r o u g h o u t A u g u s t , e v e n a f t e r s u m m e r school has 
c losed , t h e k i n d o f p l a c e t h a t ' s ca l l ed J o e ' s , C h a r l i e ' s , o r 
Kent ' s ; you k n o w w h a t I m e a n . Ear l i e r in t h e e v e n i n g t h e r e 
h a d b e e n c louds sa i l ing ac ross t h e m o o n , u p t h e r e in t ha t d e e p 
inky-b lue ; so it was obv ious to e v e r y o n e tha t it was g o i n g to get 
m u c h w a r m e r o r m u c h c o l d e r by m o r n i n g . I passed t h e mel-
ancho ly p a r k i n g m e t e r s ( u n u s e d now) , t h e pizza c a r r y - o u t , t h e 
e lec t ronics p a r t s s t o r e (closed), t h e l a u n d r y , t h e d r u g s t o r e , 
t he I n d i a n b o u t i q u e , t h e p i a n o s o m e b o d y has s tuck on a 
s t u r d y po le a n d p a i n t e d a l u m i n u m - c o l o r to a d v e r t i s e a p r i v a t e 
h o u s e tha t sells p i a n o s — t h i s looks very o d d u n d e r t h e s t r ee t 
l ights a n d is really t h e d a m n e d e s t t h i n g I h a v e eve r seen . I ' m 
g o i n g to look f o r J e a n , t h e T w e n t v - S i x T e a r O ld W o n d e r : t h e 
e t e r n a l shield of h e r l a rge sunglasses , h e r a b s u r d l y r o m a n t i c 
long d res ses ( m a u v e o r p u r p l e ) , h e r b e a u t i f u l , s q u a r e , pa le , 
Swedish face , t h e t o u g h musc les in h e r a r m s f r o m t h r e e 
m o n t h s 011 c r u t c h e s ( a f t e r a sk i ing acc iden t in which she 
s m a s h e d h e r k n e e c a p ) . 

Bu t she wasn ' t t h e r e . N o b o d v was, I m e a n n o b o d y I know. 
There was s o m e o n e I 'd m e t at a facu l ty cocktail pa r ty , if you 

can call it me t , b u t I i g n o r e d h i m b e c a u s e 1 real ly h a d t h o u g h t 
tha t J e a n w o u l d be t h e r e , o r s o m e b o d y . A n d I m igh t have seen 
h im in a play, n o t me t h i m . I m e a n h e m i g h t have been o n e of 
the C o m m u n i t y 1'lavers; tha t ' s e m b a r r a s s i n g . So I j u m p e d 
w h e n tha t fel low c a m e ov e r r igh t a f t e r I 'd sat d o w n , I m e a n 
the u n f r i e n d , smi l ing suavely a n d saving, " W a i t i n g f o r s o m e -
o n e ? " A n d what can you say w h e n you j u m p e d , w h e n you 
t h o u g h t vou d idn ' t k n o w h i m , w h e n volt don't k n o w h i m , not 
really? A r e vou g o i n g to t u r n d o w n t h e c h a n c e ? That 's a lovely 
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wav to e n d u p with n o c h a n c e s at all. A n d I 'm th i r ty -e igh t . H e 
f r o w n e d a n d said uneas i ly , " I ' m , can I sit d o w n ? " I 'm not 
g o i n g to be m e a n . F o u r yea r s a g o — b u t it's d i f f e r e n t n o w — 
f o u r years ago was my Israel i g r a d u a t e s t u d e n t w h o m I p icked 
u p h e r e o u t of s h e e r d e s p e r a t i o n r igh t a f t e r I 'd m o v e d h e r e 
( f r o m a n o t h e r col lege f ive h u n d r e d miles away) , s h e e r des -
p e r a t e lone l iness ( a n d b e c a u s e I k n e w I h a d to l ea rn h o w to 
pick tip m e n in b a r s ) — h e a p p r o v e d of my no t w a n t i n g ca r 
d o o r s o p e n e d f o r m e like m o s t d e m a n d i n g A m e r i c a n w o m e n 
(but n o n e of tha t p i e r c e d my ghas t ly haze of dis t ress) a n d told 
m e his views on A m e r i c a a n d t h e polit ics of c a m p u s r evo l u t i o n 
a n d w h a t h e was s t u d y i n g a n d whv a n d wha t I s h o u l d be 
s t u d y i n g a n d why. I said ves, yes, yes, oh yes, no t e v e n te l l ing 
h im I was a t e a c h e r , g i b b e r i n g like a n y t h i n g out of s h e e r 
t e r r o r at ex i s t ence (1 h a d j u s t got d i v o r c e d , too) a n d la ter blew 
u p at h i m w h e n h e t r i ed to kiss m e " b e c a u s e y o u ' r e so u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g . " B e c a u s e it w a s a f a k e . B e c a u s e lie wasn ' t t h e r e . 
Because I wasn ' t t h e r e . B e c a u s e h e d i d n ' t k n o w tha t I k n e w 
tha t h e d i d n ' t k n o w w h a t I k n e w a n d d i d n ' t want to k n o w . 

Yes, d e a r , o h yes yes yes. 
W h y d o m e n s h r e d n a p k i n s ? T h r e e o u t of f o u r n a p k i n -

s h r e d d e r s ( r o u g h e s t ima te ) a r e male . F e m a l e n a p k i n - s h r e d -
d e r s a r e real ly n a p k i n - s t r i p p e r s , i.e., t hey t e a r n a p k i n s in to 
little s t r ips , no t s h r e d s . Bu t m e n w h o t e a r n a p k i n s t ea r t h e m to 
s h r e d s . 

My n e w n a p k i n - s h r e d d e r sat d o w n , a little d a r k fel low in 
B e r m u d a s h o r t s a n d k n e e socks, a n d G o d d a m nit t h e r e went 
his h a n d ou t f o r t h e very f i rs t n a p k i n . Bl ind ly , appe t i t ive lv 
seek ing . Do you t h i n k I c o u l d ask h i m ? Do you t h i n k I cou ld 
say: Please, why a r e you t e a r i n g tha t t h e r e n a p k i n i n to s h r e d -
type pieces? ( O r p ieces - type s h r e d s , possibly.) Whv? W h y ? 
Why? O h , p u t y o u r h a n d s in y o u r lap a n d leave t h e n a p k i n 
a lone! 

Now, now, he ' s as n e r v o u s as you a re , d e a r . 
I said, " Y o u r n a p k i n — " 
" W h a t ? " h e said, a l a r m e d . 
I shook mv h e a d to i n d i c a t e it was n o t h i n g . First we'll talk 

a b o u t t h e w e a t h e r , tha t ' s n u m b e r o n e , a n d t h e n I'll listen 
apprec ia t ive ly to his a c c o u n t of h o w h a r d it is to k e e p u p a 
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s u b u r b a n h o m e , that 's n u m b e r two, a n d t h e n he'll c o m p l a i n 
a b o u t t h e n u m b e r of s t u d e n t s he's got , that 's n u m b e r t h r e e , 
a n d t h e n he' l l tell m e s o m e t h i n g c o m p l i m e n t a r y a b o u t my 
looks, tha t ' s n u m b e r f o u r , a n d t h e n he'll f inally get to talk 
a b o u t His W o r k . 

" I 've got an ar t ic le c o m i n g o u t n e x t May in t h e Journal of the 
Criticism of Criticism," he sa id . 

" O h , c o n g r a t u l a t i o n s ! " I sa id . "I t ' s such a f i n e place. T h e y 
d o n ' t k e e p you wai t ing , d o t h e y ? Like Parameter Studies." 

(My analys t a n d I o f t e n d i s c u s s e d — y e a r s a g o — m y c o m p u l -
sion to always have t h e last w o r d with m e n . W e w o r k e d o n it 
f o r m o n t h s b u t we n e v e r go t a n y w h e r e . ) 

" T h e y d i d n ' t k e e p me wa i t ing , " says N a p k i n S h r e d d e r ( thus 
neat ly d o d g i n g a n y m e n t i o n by m e of my seven ar t icles in 
Parameter); " P e r h a p s you saw my art icles t h e r e — t h e i m a g e r y 
of t h e nostr i l in Rilke?" 

I m a d e myself look f ra i l a n d little. " O h , n o , " I said. "I j u s t 
can ' t k e e p u p , vou k n o w . " 

(So f a r , so good . ) 
H e t h e n told m e w h a t his ar t ic le in C of C was a b o u t a n d how-

h e was g o i n g to m a k e it i n to a b o o k , n o n e of which I pa r -
t icularly w a n t e d to h e a r — n o r d id I wan t to talk a b o u t m i n e , 
which I also f i n d e x t r e m e l y b o r i n g , why inflict it 011 s t r a n g -
e r s ? — b u t it's a s ign thev like vou , so I l i s tened a t tent ive ly , 
f r o m t ime to t i m e saying " M m " a n d " M m h m " a n d w a t c h i n g 
t h e f r o n t w i n d o w of t h e r e s t a u r a n t in t h e h o p e tha t Jean 
m i g h t walk by. Why are you telling me all this?—but that ' s a l ine 
f o r t he movies . Bes ides 1 k n o w why . A n d . as usua l , t h e b u r d e n 
of ma tu r i t y , c o m p a s s i o n , c o n s i d e r a t i o n , u n d e r s t a n d i n g , to ler-
ance , etc. etc. is 011 m e . A g a i n . 

" O h my, real ly?" I said. (I d o n ' t k n o w at what . ) H e b e a m e d . 
H e b e g a n to tell m e a b o u t a g r a n t h e was g o i n g to get . H e told 
m e this in a c o n f i d e n t i a l wav ( l ean ing very close across t h e 
table) a n d I t h o u g h t in a c o n f u s e d f a s h i o n — o r mv m a n n e r s 
must have been s l i p p i n g — o r I 'd been w a t c h i n g t h e f r o n t 
w i n d o w too l o n g — a n v w a v , o n e o u g h t to h e l p , o u g h t n ' t 
o n e ? — s o 1 a n s w e r e d w i t h o u t t h i n k i n g (mv ana lys t a n d I 
w o r k e d 011 this t oo but we d idn ' t get a n v w h e r e ) : 

"Don ' t d o it. j u s t don ' t d o it. T h e y m a k e vou work too h a r d 
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f o r v o u r m o n e y . I k n o w ; I 've g o t t e n g r a n t s f r o m t h e m twice." 
T h e r e was a s t r a i n e d s i lence. P e r h a p s I 'd d i s c o u r a g e d h i m . 

H e told m e t h e n a m e s of his last f o u r ar t icles , which h a d been 
pub l i shed in va r ious p laces ; h e told m e w h e r e , a n d t h e n h e 
told m e wha t t h e e d i t o r s h a d said a b o u t t h e m ( the art icles). H e 
was t a l k i n g wi th t h a t e d g e in his voice t ha t m e a n s I ' v e 
p r o v o k e d s o m e t h i n g o r d o n e s o m e t h i n g impo l i t e o r f ai led to 
d o s o m e t h i n g I s h o u l d ' v e d o n e ; you a r e s u p p o s e d to show an 
in te l l igent in te res t , a r e n ' t you? Y o u ' r e s u p p o s e d to e n c o u r -
age . So I ana lyzed t h e s t r e n g t h s of all t h o s e s e p a r a t e e d i t o r s 
a n d j o u r n a l s a n d p ra i s ed all of t h e m ; I said I a d m i r e d h i m a n d 
it was really s o m e t h i n g to ge t i n to t h o s e j o u r n a l s , as I ve ry well 
knew. 

"1 o f t e n w o n d e r why w o m e n h a v e ca r ee r s , " said S h r e d d e d 
N a p k i n s u d d e n l y , s h o w i n g his t e e t h . I d o n ' t t h i n k h e can 
possibly be saying wha t I t h i n k he ' s saying. H e isn't , of cou r se . 
N e v e r m i n d . I'll s t a n d this b e c a u s e Reality is d i s h i n g it ou t a n d 
I s u p p o s e I o u g h t to l ea rn to a d j u s t to it. Besides , h e may be 
s incere . T h e r e is a h u m a n b e i n g in t h e r e . At least h e isn't 
te l l ing m e a b o u t s o m e t h i n g h e r e a d in t h e p a p e r o n w o m e n ' s 
l ibera t ion a n d t h e n l a u g h i n g at it. 

" O h g o o d n e s s , I d o n ' t k n o w , t h e s a m e t h i n g tha t m a k e s a 
m a n dec ide , 1 s u p p o s e , " I said , t r y i n g to look b l and a n d 
d i s a r m i n g . " C h e e r s . " 

" C h e e r s , " h e said. T h e d r i n k s h a d c o m e . H e o p e n e d his 
m o u t h to say s o m e t h i n g a n d t h e n a p p e a r e d to r e l en t ; h e 
t raced circles with his f o r e f i n g e r on t h e table . T h e n h e said, 
l ean ing f o r w a r d : 

" Y o u ' r e s t r a n g e an imals , you w o m e n in te l lec tuals ," h e said. 
"Tel l me : wha t ' s it like to be a w o m a n ? " 

I took my r i f le f r o m b e h i n d my cha i r a n d shot h i m d e a d . 
"It 's like tha t , " I said. N o , o f c o u r s e I d i d n ' t . S h r e d d e r is o n h 
t ry ing to be nice; h e w o u l d really like m e best with a f ever of 
102 a n d laryngi t is , b u t t h e n he ' s not like e v e r y b o d y , is he? O r 
does lie say what they on ly t h i n k ? It's no t w o r t h it, h a t i ng , a n d 
1 am g o i n g to be m a t u r e a n d realist ic a n d no t care , no t care . 
Not any m o r e . 

"At least y o u ' r e s t i l l — u h — d e c o r a t i v e ! " he said, wink ing . 
Don ' t ca re . D o n ' t ca re . 
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I said quicklv, " O h my, I 've got to go ," a n d h e looked 
d i s a p p o i n t e d . He ' s b e g i n n i n g to like me . I a m a b e t t e r a n d 
be t t e r a u d i e n c e as I get n u m b e d , a n d a l t h o u g h I 've p layed this 
g a m e of I m p r e s s Vou b e f o r e ( a n d won it, l o o — t h o u g h I d o n ' t 
like e i t h e r of t h e pr izes ; w i n n i n g is too m u c h like losing) I 'm 
too tirecl to go o n p lay ing t o n i g h t . Will h e insist on t ak ing m e 
h o m e ? Will h e ask m e o u t ? Will h e f i gh t ove r the bill? Will he 
start m a k i n g r e m a r k s a b o u t w o m e n b e i n g this o r tha t , o r tell 
m e I 'm a g o o d w o m a n because I ' m not compe t i t ive? 

O h why is it such a w f u l work? 
S h r e d d e r (co lo r ing like a schoo lboy) says h e h o p e s I won ' t 

l augh b u t h e has a f e w — t i l l — o d d hobb ies bes ides his work ; 
he ' s a lways b e e n t r e m e n d o u s l y i n t e r e s t e d in sc ience , you 
know (he tosses o f f a f r i vo lous r e f e r e n c e to C. P. Snow a n d t h e 
"two cu l tu res" ) a n d w o u l d I (he says, shyly) like to h e a r a 
l ec tu re nex t T h u r s d a y on t h e i somer ic s t r u c t u r e of pol \ lami-
nates? As I wou ld , actual ly , b u t not with h im. (His ears t u r n e d 
p ink a n d h e l o o k e d s u d d e n l y r a t h e r nice. Bu t will it last?) I 
don ' t want to m a k e a b a f f l e f i e l d — s o r r y , b a t t l e f i e l d — o f mv 
pr iva te life. B a f f l e f i e n d ! G o o d b y e , Mr . B a f f l e f i e n d . I will 
leave S h r e d d e r a n d go look f o r a G o o d , G e n t l e - b u t - F i r m , 
U n d e r s t a n d i n g , Viri le M a n . Tha t ' s wha t my psychoana lys t 
used to k e e p te l l ing m e to do . T o avoid q u a r r e l i n g I let 
S h r e d d e r pay f o r t h e d r i n k s (a ba rga in f o r h i m bu t no t f o r 
me) ; to avoid end l e s s s q u a b b l i n g insis tencies I let h im walk m e 
a r o u n d t h e c o r n e r to what I said was my h o m e ; a n d to cluck 
the usual u n p l e a s a n t scene ( "Wha t ' s t h e m a t t e r with you? 
D o n ' t you like m e n ? " ) gave h i m m y — e n t i r e l y f i c t ious—te le -
p h o n e n u m b e r . I wai ted ins ide t h e b u i l d i n g unt i l he ' d van-
ished uphi l l a n d t h e n s l ipped ou t in to t h e s treet a n d s t a r t ed 
o f f in t h e o p p o s i t e d i r ec t ion . Spo i l ed , spoi led . All spoi led . My 
psychoanalys t (who has in real i ty b e e n d e a d f o r a d e c a d e ) 
c a m e out of t h e c l o u d s a n d s w o o p e d at rat as I t r u d g e d h o m e , 
g rea t claws at t h e r eady , ba twings black against t he m o o n , 
d r i p p i n g p h o s p h o r e s c e n t sl ime. Etce te ra . (All t he way f r o m 
New York.) 

You will never get married! 
All r igh t , all r i gh t . C o u n t Dracu lu l e . 
You fear fulfillment. 
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Buzz o f f , k n o t - h e a d . 
Your attitude toward your femininity is ambivalent. You hope and 

yet you fear. You attract men, but you drive them away. What a tangle 
is here! 

I g igg led . 
You do not like men, Esther. You have penis envy. 
T h e y have h u m a n i t y envy . T h e y d o n ' t like m e . 
Come now, men are attracted to you, aren't they? 
T h a t ' s n o t w h a t I said , k i d d o . 
H e c o m e s back ev e ry o n c e in a whi le , very s t e rn a n d seve re ; 

t h e n h e goes back u p i n to a c l o u d to c lean his f a n g s . W e ge t 
a long . A f t e r a whi le you t a m e y o u r i n t e r i o r m o n s t e r s , it's on ly 
n a t u r a l . I d o n ' t m e a n t h a t it eve r s tops ; b u t it s tops m a t t e r i n g . 
I t r u d g e d d o w n t h e hill a n d u p t h e hill to h o m e ( then u p t h e 
stairs). My k i t chen is always a g r e e t i n g ; I d o n ' t k n o w why. I 
d o n ' t l ike to cook . Yet m y a p a r t m e n t a lways s t r ikes m e — a f t e r 
each small a b s e n c e — a s s o m e t h i n g I 've c r e a t e d mysel f , with 
my o w n two h a n d s , s o m e t h i n g solid a n d colorf ul a n d nice, like 
an a n a l o g u e o f myse l f . It g r e e t s m e . You can see t ha t this is 
g o i n g to r e q u i r e a n a w f u l lot o f (na tura l i s t ic ) p a d d i n g whi le I 
walk h o m e , c l imb s teps , s leep , o r go f r o m o n e r o o m to an-
o t h e r . B u t in r e c o m p e n s e I will tell you w h a t I was t h i n k i n g all 
t h e way h o m e in t ha t chilly, f r a g r a n t , A u g u s t n igh t : I was 
t h i n k i n g t h a t I fe l t sexual ly d e a d , t h a t I was p e r p e t u a l l y t i r ed , 
t ha t my b o d y was cold a n d s e l f - c o n t a i n e d , t h a t I h a d been so 
f o r e leven years , eve r s ince my d ivo rce , a n d tha t n o t h i n g I h a d 
d o n e o r cou ld d o o r w o u l d eve r b e ab le to d o w o u l d eve r b r i n g 
m e back to life. I d i d n ' t like tha t . N o t that it was a t ragic 
fee l ing ; it was on ly s o m e t h i n g mi ld ly a s t o n i s h i n g (in t h e mid -
d le of all t h e t h i n g s I d o like a n d en joy) . It a m a z e d m e . As I 
t h r e w t h e w i n d o w s o p e n to t h e n i g h t I t h o u g h t tha t at least I 
h a d f e d my showy, n e u r o t i c , i n s e c u r e , exhib i t ionis t ic p e r s o n -
ality to t h e ful l o v e r t h e last f ew years , tha t in this o n e way (and 
m a n y o the r s ) I was very h a p p y , I e n j o y e d mysel f t r e m e n -
dous ly , b u t t h e r e was s o m e t h i n g else I d i d n ' t have , a n o t h e r 
way in which I was d e p r i v e d . Yet a mi ld fee l ing , bel ieve me . At 
least so f a r . 

I'll tell you s o m e t h i n g : my psychoana lys t (I m e a n t h e real 
one) u s e d to r i d e a r o u n d M a n h a t t a n o n a mo to rcyc l e . It was 
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his o n e eccen t r ic i ty . I t h i n k h e was secre t ly p r o u d of it. 
W h e n e v e r pa t i en t s in o u r g r o u p (what a w o r d , patients) got 
aud ib ly w o r r i e d a b o u t this r a t h e r d a n g e r o u s habi t , he w o u l d 
(I t h ink ) be secret ly d e l i g h t e d ; h e w o u l d b e a m w i t h o u t a p p a r -
en t ly b e i n g a w a r e of h o w p l ea sed h e was, a n d t h e n this tall, 
b a l d i n g b u s i n e s s m a n w o u l d say, " O let us ana lyze y o u r a n x -
iety." H e n e v e r ana lyzed his o w n l iking f o r t h e motorcyc le . H e 
was t h r o w n f r o m it in a collision wi th a n a u t o m o b i l e a n d d i ed 
in t h e s t ree t , l eav ing b e h i n d a w i d o w (badly p r o v i d e d f o r ) a n d 
two small c h i l d r e n . H e was y o t i n g e r t h a n I a m now. You m a y 
g a t h e r tha t I d i d n ' t en t i r e ly like t h e m a n a n d tha t ' s t r u e — b u t 
w h e n h e c o m e s z o o p i n g d o w n f r o m his black c loud , f a n g s a-
qu ive r , I t h i n k o f his d e a t h a n d it w a r m s m e . It p leases m e . 
T h e m a n was such a fool . I t ry to m a k e mysel f so r ry by 
t h i n k i n g of his wi fe a n d c h i l d r e n — t h e r e ' s his p o o r wife , c o m -
pel led to bel ieve all t h a t n o n s e n s e , yes, a n d live it too ( d o n ' t tell 
m e she n e v e r s n e a k e d a p e e k in F r e u d , j u s t to see). Did she 
have the w r o n g k i n d of o r g a s m ? Did she succeed in r e n o u n c -
ing h e r m a s c u l i n e p r o t e s t ? Hypocr i t ica l ly I t ry to m a k e mysel f 
cry, t h i n k i n g tha t I s h o u l d fee l so r ry f o r a n y o n e in such an 
acc ident , all t ha t b l o o d o ve r t h e s t ree t , etc. , t h e twis ted m o t o r -
cycle, etc. T h e n I ' m n o t p l e a s e d . T h e n I have a very d i f f e r e n t 
reac t ion . 

S n o o r k ! I l a u g h . 

T o be sexual ly d e a d 
Well, p e o p l e p r e t e n d to be b e t t e r t h a n they a re . T h a t u s e d 

to m e a n f r ig id , bu t n o w it m e a n s s o m e t h i n g else. T h e t r u t h 
that ' s n e v e r told t o d a v a b o u t sex is tha t you a r en ' t g o o d at it, 
tha t you d o n ' t like it, tha t you haven ' t got m u c h . T h a t y o u ' r e at 
sea a n d u n h a p p y . W h e n I was m a r r i e d I n e v e r lay back a n d 
o p e n e d mv k n e e s w i thou t f ee l ing (with a s i n k i n g of t h e h e a r t , 
an inexpress ib le a n g u i s h ) " H e r e we go aga in , " a p h r a s e I 
cou ldn ' t exp la in to my analvs t a n d can' t now. I t h i n k it was 
because my t h i g h s h u r t . I d id get s o m e mild p l e a s u r e out of 
t he whole bus iness , I d o n ' t want to m i s r e p r e s e n t tha t , bu t no t 
m u c h ; I could n e v e r get mv feet d o w n o n the bed w h e n I p u t 
mv knees u p (my t e n d o n s w e r e too t ight) so a f t e r a few 
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m i n u t e s m v knees a n d t h i g h s w o u l d beg in to h u r t ; t h e n they 'd 
h u r t a lot a n d if I t u r n e d o v e r a n d we d id it t h e o t h e r way my 
face w o u l d ge t p u s h e d i n to t h e m a t t r e s s a n d I d i d n ' t like tha t . 
I c o u l d n ' t m o v e at all t ha t way. A n d if I sat o n t o p it was lonely 
a n d I c o u l d n ' t re lax a n d I k n e w I was s u p p o s e d to re lax (all t h e 
books said it) b e c a u s e if I p u s h e d o r t r i ed to t ake con t ro l , t h e n 
I w o u l d n ' t c o m e . Bu t my h u s b a n d n e v e r s e e m e d to k n o w wha t 
to do . To be made love to—that was t h e po in t . On lv I was n o 
g o o d at it. 

W h a t I c a n n o t convey is t h e i n t e n s e c o n f u s i o n I felt w h e n I 
t r ied even to t h i n k a b o u t it. 

C u r e s ; m y analys t tolcl m e n o t to t ry f o r o r g a s m at all, so I 
knew 1 was w r o n g to be h u n g u p a b o u t it b ecause it wasn ' t 
i m p o r t a n t ; o r r a t h e r it was so i m p o r t a n t tha t you h a d to t r ea t 
it as if it wasn ' t i m p o r t a n t (or you w o u l d n e v e r h a v e it); so f o r a 
l o n g t i m e I cou ld n e v e r t h i n k o f myse l f sexual ly at all w i thou t 
in t ense c o n f u s i o n (as I 've said) a n d g rea t p e r s o n a l pa in . 

H a v e masochis t ic f a n t a s i e s — b u t tha t ' s m u c h too close to 
real life. 

P r e t e n d y o u ' r e a m a n — I d id t ha t w h e n 1 was f o u r t e e n . But 
t h a t ' s f o r b i d d e n ( a n d i m p o s s i b l e ) . 1 u s e d t o d a y d r e a m 
( t w e n t y - f o u r years ago , can you bel ieve it was so long? I can ' t ) 
tha t 1 was a m a n m a k i n g love with a n o t h e r m a n . Which still 
s t r ikes m e as fa i r ly b i za r r e , if you start t h i n k i n g abou t t h e 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s of iden t i ty invo lved . I told my analys t . 

H e : In t h i s — a h — d a y d r e a m , a r e you t h e active o r t h e pas-
sive p a r t n e r ? 

Me: W h a t ? 
He : (pat ient ly) Psychology k n o w s tha t in h o m o s e x u a l pa i r s 

o n e m a n is always t h e act ive p a r t n e r in l o v e - m a k i n g a n d t h e 
o t h e r m a n is always passive. N o w which d o vou i m a g i n e y o u r -
self be ing? 

But h e r e an abyss o p e n e d b e n e a t h mv feel . I still am not 
really s u r e why. T h e t r u t h is tha t I felt t h e c o m i n g bat t le 
wi thout b e i n g able to n a m e a t h i n g abou t it; was it that I 
wan ted to sav o n e t h i n g a n d w o u l d be m a d e to sav a n o t h e r ? 
O r o u g h t to say a n o t h e r ? O r m u s t sav o n e t h i n g a n d mus t not 
say it at t he s a m e t ime? I d i d n ' t know. I knew o n e t h i n g onlv 
a n d thai was crys ta l -c lear : / jcc/.s going to lose. So ii was w ith the 
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s i m u l t a n e o u s sense of s n e a k i n g h o m e safe a n d yet be ing intol-
e r a b l y — o h , j u s t i n t o l e r a b l y ! c o e r c e d — t h a t I r e p l i e d very 
hal t ingly: 

Me: (blush) U m . . . passive. T h e passive o n e . 
He : (de l igh ted ) A h ! So you really a re the w o m a n , vou see. 
Which is no t so. It 's j u s t no t so. 
"You k n o w , " said my analys t , " t he re ' s n o reason vou can' t 

tell y o u r h u s b a n d wha t you 'd like h im to d o to vou. W o m e n 
o u g h t to be aggress ive in b e d . " 

Me: Lost aga in . I always lose. (But I d idn ' t sav it. I smiled a 
sick, feeble , little smile a n d a g r e e d . ) 

W h a t else cou ld I d o ? 
I r e m e m b e r e d s u m m e r c a m p at t h e age of twelve w h e n I 

necked with my best f r i e n d (we all d id) b u t wou ldn ' t t o u c h h e r 
breas ts because I was too e m b a r r a s s e d . T h e nex t s u m m e r 
e v e r y o n e h a d a p p a r e n t l y f o r g o t t e n what we h a d d o n e t h e 
s u m m e r b e f o r e . (A po in t of pecu l i a r i n t eg ra t i on f r o m which 
e v e r y t h i n g has g o n e mos t de f in i t e ly down-hi l l . ) 

I de s i r ed my h u s b a n d — b u t it d i d n ' t work . I e x p e r i e n c e t h e 
s a m e m u d d l e - h e a d e d n e s s w h e n I try to r e m e m b e r what d i d n ' t 
work . I have n o w o r d s f o r it. 

H a v i n g a h e a r t - f e l t c r u s h o n b e a u t i f u l , gen t le , helpless , 
intel l igent D a n n y Kaye at age twelve a n d a hal f . I seem to be 
go ing t h r o u g h t h e r igh t p h a s e s at t h e r igh t t imes. Still, 1 k e e p 
w a n t i n g to r e scue h i m f r o m th ings . C a n that be r igh t? (Is it 
sadism?) 

The best so lu t ion ( and the o n e I p u r s u e d af t e r mv divorce) : 
Not to t h ink a b o u t it at all. 

j ean d r o p p e d o v e r f o r b r eak fa s t t h e nex t m o r n i n g , which 
was S u n d a y , b r i n g i n g with h e r black c h e r r v ice c r e a m a n d 
bacon , bo th of which we ate. T h i s is an h o n o r : she se ldom 
s p e n d s m o n e v f o r l uxu r i e s because she lives on a fe l lowship in 
a co-op d o w t o w n . Sat a r o u n d t h e k i tchen , loath to leave ( the 
most crucial r o o m in t h e house ) , d r i n k i n g endless cups of tea 
until t he m e m o r y of t h e black c h e r r v ice c r e a m b e c a m e un -
pleasantly d i m . T h e r e was a w o n d e r l u l surfe i t ol o d d s a n d 
e n d s on the table. 1 had been I rv ing to p lan t h e d a \ ' s a f f a i r s to 
avoid the p r e m i s e that 1 had a b s o l u t e h n o t h i n g left to do . for 
a t h r e e - m o n t h s ' vacat ion (tin vaca t ion , an academic one ) is 
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like t h e jung les in H . R i d e r H a g g a r d : f i rs t y o u r little t rave l ing 
pa r tv goes t h r o u g h t h e h a r m l e s s f r i n g e s of t h e first few days , 
e v e r y t h i n g look ing on ly mildly s in is ter ; t h e n t h e r e ' s t h e thick-
e n i n g g r o w t h a n d t h e a w f u l f e e l i n g tha t it'll n e v e r e n d , a n d 
t h e n vou s tar t los ing p e o p l e — b e a t i n g t h e b u s h e s f o r t h e m , 
ho l loa- ing f o r t h e m (bu t it's n o u s e ) — a n d finally all t h o s e 
ear ly g l impses of p r e h i s t o r i c m o n s t e r s a n d s t r a n g e f o o t p r i n t s 
(or a r r o w s o r a x e - h e a d s b u r i e d in t r e e - t r u n k s ) pav o f f , so to 
speak; I m e a n tha t y o u r c a m p is a t t a c k e d in t h e br ie f t rop ica l 
d a w n by Beast M e n o r a P h a g o c y t u s G i g a n t i c u s w h o eats t h e 
nat ive gu ide , t h e h e r o i n e ' s f a t h e r (a scientist) , his ass is tant , 
a n d all t h e m a p s , l eav ing o u r h e r o i n e a l o n e in t h e jung le she 
now knows c o n t a i n s a lmos t two m o n t h s m o r e of" vacat ion mid 
n o t h i n g w h a t e v e r to d o . T h e r e I was. Wi th t h e h o p e tha t 1 
could even tua l ly walk in a sor t of t r a n c e to the foot-hi l l s (1 
m e a n tha t you will get u s e d to it) a n d beg in to c l imb. But m \ 
a p a r t m e n t ' s b e e n b u r n i s h e d to a h igh gloss ( i nc lud ing c u t t i n g 
fuzz o f f t h e r u g with a nail scissor, hones t ) a n d I 've also 
d e c i d e d not to m o v e to a n o t h e r a p a r t m e n t . T h e d i n o s a u r ' s 
ea ten t h e m a p . 

1 told all this to Jean . 
"Look! " she said, a n d s h e d r e w t h r e e i n t e r l o c k i n g circles on 

h e r n a p k i n (like t h e b e e r ad) . 
"Mimet ic , " she said. "Didac t ic . R o m a n t i c . " A n d wen t o f f 

in to s o m e t h i n g I c o u l d n ' t fo l low. 
" T h i s m o r n i n g I d r e a m e d I saw D e a t h at t h e foot of mv 

bed ," she said. " H e was r e a d i n g a n e w s p a p e r . H i d i n g his face 
in it. Bana l , real lv." 

" W o r k is a real b less ing ," she said. (She's r ight . ) 
I s t i r r ed my tea. I p laved with mv f o o d . B r i g h t e n i n g u p , she 

told m e how t h e coope ra t i ve ' s d o g h a d c a u g h t a r a t t l e snake : 
c o u r a g e o u s l y b i t ing it in two a l t h o u g h it m a d e h im vomi t . So-
and - so h a d m a d e n o o d l e p u d d i n g . S o - a n d - s o was t ry ing to fix 
the p h o n o g r a p h . It 's a loose pract ical associat ion, n o t h i n g 
very s t r ik ing; I m e a n you mus t not t h i n k of it as a n y close, 
mystical, h i p p i e - d i p p y sort o f t h i n g because it's no t . J e a n 
s tudies m a t h e m a t i c s f o r f u n , m a k e s h e r own c lo thes as a 
r ec rea t ion , can d o a n y t h i n g , is fe roc ious ly p r iva te . S t u p i d 
Phi lpot ts ( the coope ra t i ve ' s d o g ) is a cross be tween an A f g h a n 
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a n d an Engl ish s h e e p d o g ; f i rs t h e chases the sheep , t h e n h e 
kn i t s t h e m i n t o s w e a t e r s . 1 c o u l d n ' t s t o p l a u g h i n g . J e a n , 
whose a r r o g a n c e t o w a r d o t h e r p e o p l e is o f t e n t e r r i f y i n g , was 
s t a r ing d r e a m i l y a h e a d , o n e h a n d cu r l ed in h e r lap. S t u p i d 
Phi lpot t s (she told me) is la rge a n d sk inny a n d cove red with 
i m m e n s e a m o u n t s of cur ly whi te ha i r (which qu i t e conceals his 
face); if you lift t h e ha i r , vou see his b e a u t i f u l , in te l l igent , 
long- lashed eyes, which g l e a m at you like lovely jewels. H e was 
miss ing f o r e igh t clays last w i n t e r a n d c a m e back with ice-balls 
t he size of golf-bal ls f r ozen in to his ha i r . A n d d i a r r h e a f r o m 
ea t ing g a r b a g e . 

" T h o s e d a m n e d b a s t a r d s , " sa id m y f r i e n d , t h i n k i n g of 
s o m e t h i n g else en t i re ly . 

In the s u m m e r , in my a p a r t m e n t , you can always go in to the 
living r o o m a n d look ove r the hills. Actual ly you can d o it in 
win te r , too, because t h e se t t i ng s u n — i n the c o u r s e of o n e 
y e a r — d e s c r i b e s an a rc tha t s t r e t ches f r o m the S o u t h e r n m o s t 
w i n d o w of t h e l iv ing r o o m (in D e c e m b e r ) to t h e N o r t h -
e r n m o s t e n d of t h e s t udy w i n d o w (in J u n e ) , You can watch t h e 
sunse t every day of t h e yea r t h r o u g h my e n o r m o u s windows . 
O v e r h e a d t h e t h i r d - f l o o r t e n a n t s w e r e walk ing a b o u t , a nu i -
sance tha t s o m e w h a t d i lu tes the p l e a s u r e I t ake in my win-
dows. J e a n sat h e r e exact ly e ight m o n t h s ago . bas t ing t h e 
l ining of a coat ; she o f t e n hau l s h e r sewing a r o u n d with he r . 
Bu t d o n ' t t h i n k of this as a n y t h i n g d o m e s t i c o r f e m i n i n e in t h e 
o r d i n a r y sense; J e a n ' s sewing is p a r t of h e r perf ec t ion ism. It's 
a r m o r pla te . 

" T h o s e — ! " she said aga in . S o m e t e a c h e r of he r s (she told 
me) m a k i n g passes at h e r in sp i te of h e r say ing no; s o m e 
teacher ' s wife (at a n o t h e r t ime) b a d m o u t h i n g w o m e n g r a d u -
ate s t u d e n t s with t ha t v e n o m o u s sweetness tha t shows vou 
how very " f e m i n i n e " t h e w o m a n i s — s h e can ' t get a n g r v 
open ly , no t even at a n o t h e r w o m a n . Pathet ic a n d awfu l , bo th 
of t h e m . A n d the m e n in t h e collective not w a n t i n g to d o 
cer ta in k inds of work . 

" M e n r u n t h e wor ld , " said J e a n . " M e n a r e p e o p l e : t h e r e f o r e 
peop le r u n t h e w o r l d . " 
"Evil peop le , " I said. "Are you a m a n - h a t e r ? " 
"Don ' t be silly" ( absen t -minded ly ) . 
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A m I a m a n - h a t e r ? M a n - h a t e r s a r e evil, sick f r e a k s w h o 
o u g h t to be locked u p a n d t r e a t e d unt i l the}' c h a n g e the i r 
ideas. If" vou t h i n k ( u n d e r t h o s e cond i t i ons ) tha t I 'm go ing to 
a d m i t anything, y o u ' r e nu t s . Let 's just sav tha t I d o n ' t like to sit 
still a n d smile a lot. A n d I wou ld r a t h e r no t ha t e a n v o n e 
(v i r tuous me!) ; tha t is, I w o u l d r a t h e r t h e r e was n o reason f o r 
it. 

" J ean , " I said, "d id I eve r tell you abou t m y f r i e n d Shir lev?" 
(Sliirl t h e Girl w h o wen t in to an e x p e n s i v e p r iva te m e n t a l 
hospi ta l in New York a n d c a m e ou t ins is t ing she had to wear 
stockings o r t hey 'd get h e r a g a i n . "You got ta c o n f o r m , " she 'd 
said to m e gr imly. ) 

"Yes. M a n v t imes ." 
" O h , " I said, s h a p i n g t h e O s o u n d very p u r e l y (but silently) 

with my lips. P laying . B o r e d . 
"I wou ld r a t h e r no t h a t e a n y o n e , " said Jean , p a u s i n g in h e r 

work (she h a d b r o u g h t a pa i r of whi t e g a b a r d i n e slacks with 
h e r , to h e m by h a n d ) . T h e D u c h e s s L o o k : o b j e c t i v e , 
d i spass iona te , not p l eased . I told vou tha t last n ight was very 
clear , active, a n d co ld : now h u g e black c louds a r e r is ing 011 the 
S o u t h w e s t e r n h o r i z o n , t he p lace o u r w e a t h e r c o m e s f r o m 
t h r o u g h a pass in t h e hills. Leaves , twigs, a n d bits of d e t r i t u s 
a r e b e i n g b lown all o ve r t h e place. T h e light 's t u r n i n g g r e e n . I 
went a b o u t s h u t t i n g w i n d o w s a n d w o n d e r i n g if t h e ra in-
g u t t e r wou ld fall i n to t h e g a r d e n a g a i n — n o t that we h a v e a 
real g a r d e n , I 'm ta lk ing a b o u t t h e r a t h e r e l e m e n t a r y piece of 
lawn t h e l a n d l a d y pays t h e boy n e x t d o o r to m o w o n c e in a 
while a n d o u r two u n k e m p t fo r sy th i a bushes . T h e h o u s e is 
old, a n d bes ides p r o v i d i n g a s o u n d i n g - b o a r d fo r foo t s t eps , it 
has t r o u b l e with s o m e of its t r im . Jean a n d I sat a n d w a t c h e d 
t h e f a raway par t of t h e town (in t h e valley) d i s a p p e a r u n d e r 
ra in ; t h e r e was a crack! a n d vou cou ld see t h e s t ree ts d a r k e n -
ing o n e by o n e . S o u n d of m a c h i n e - g u n f ire o r r o u n d - s h o t in 
buckets . Myr iads of clashes 011 t h e sc reens first , t hen 011 the 
window-panes. P o c k m a r k s 011 t h e p o r c h roof . T h e n with an-
o t h e r ra t t l ing slam t h e w i n d o w s b e c a m e invisible a n d the 
whole h o u s e ran with wate r , a real s u m m e r s t o r m . T h e air in 
the living r o o m was a l r e a d y g e t t i n g s t u f f y . S t u p i d Phi lpot t s 
(said Jean) wou ld be h i d i n g u n d e r s o m e b o d y ' s bed now . al-
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t h o u g h wha t all this m e a n t to h i m , d e e p in his d o g g v m i n d , 
n o b o d y cou ld tell. 

" A h ! he knows , " said I. J e a n g igg led . She f i d d l e d with m \ 
r a d i o a n d t h e n t u r n e d it o f f . O u r s t o r m w i t h d r e w d o w n t h e 
valley a n d a l o n g t h e lake, g r u m b l i n g a n d m u t t e r i n g . E igh t 
m i n u t e s a f t e r it h a d b e g u n we o p e n e d t h e windows ; t h e t em-
p e r a t u r e h a d d r o p p e d f i f t e e n d e g r e e s d u r i n g t h e ra in , b u t t h e 
sun was c o m i n g ou t , s t r a igh t o v e r h e a d a n d very ho t . I t was 
n o o n . No , it was h i g h n o o n , s u n - t i m e . I d o n ' t k n o w if a 
c l ea r ing s t o r m can eve r be fo l lowed by a r ise in t e m p e r a t u r e 
un less it's h o t b e f o r e h a n d , b u t tha t ' s wha t h a p p e n e d . S u m m e r 
was back aga in . P r o p e r A u g u s t : h u m i d a i r a n d p u d d l e s . I 
l ooked at J e a n aga in , w a n t i n g to say s o m e t h i n g - o r - o t h e r a n d 
e x p e c t i n g she ' d be back at h e r w o r k , b u t she was l o o k i n g pas t 
me , t h e D u c h e s s look g o n e f r o m h e r face , all t h e cynicism 
g o n e , t h e laziness, t h e b i t t e rness . T h r o u g h my b e d r o o m win-
dow, w h e r e t h e s u n rises in D e c e m b e r , t h r o u g h t h e S o u t h -
ea s t e rn w i n d o w j u s t o p p o s i t e t h e d i r ec t i on o f t h e d e p a r t i n g 
s t o r m , was a d o u b l e r a i n b o w w h i c h t h e A u s t r a l i a n s call 
m o t h e r a n d d a u g h t e r . So r a r e , so lovely. E v e r y t h i n g a vivid 
e m e r a l d g r e e n in which t h e m a i l b o x o n t h e c o r n e r s h o n e like 
1940's l ipstick. T h o s e s t r a n g e , an i l ine h u e s you n e v e r see 
anywhere in na tu re , a n d at t he ear th ly e n d ( g u a r a n t e e d o r your 
m o n e y back) K i n g So lomon ' s Mines . ( I 'm in t h e foothi l ls at 
last.) It 's no t poss ible to stay u n h a p p y . I took J e a n ' s h a n d a n d 
we w a l t z e d c lums i ly a r o u n d t h e r o o m . W e sa id , " I s n ' t it 
lovely?" as p e o p l e d o , b u t we really m e a n t m o r e t h a n we cou ld 
sav: this d o u b l e r a i n b o w , a c o m p l e t e l y c i rcu la r ice-bow o n 
C a p e C o d , a s eag u l l a g a i n s t t h e s u n , c h e r r y t r e e s in t h e 
Brook lyn Botan ica l G a r d e n s , b e i n g w h e e l e d t h e r e w h e n I was 
a chi ld , t imes like these . 

W e m e a n t : It 's a s ign. 

Even if it we re pe rmis s ib l e to h a t e m e n , I don ' l t h i n k I 
would . Vou can ha t e s o m e of t h e m e n all of t h e t ime a n d you 
can ha te all of t h e m e n s o m e o f t h e t ime . Tel l t he t r u t h o r bus t ! 
(We shall not bust . ) I r e m e m b e r wa lk ing d o w n the city s t ree ts 
vears ago a n d b e i n g s u d d e n l y a m a z e d in to a s tab of love a n d 
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a d m i r a t i o n f o r m y b e a u t i f u l , g e n t l e h u s b a n d with w h o m (as 1 
told you) I c o u l d n o t m a k e love. W h y d id we ever s e p a r a t e ? 
S o m e t h i n g m u s t h a v e s h o w n o n m y face , f o r p e o p l e s t a r e d . I 
r e m e m b e r b e i n g end less ly sick to d e a t h of this wor ld which 
isn't m i n e a n d w o n ' t b e f o r at least a h u n d r e d years ; y o u ' d be 
s u r p r i s e d h o w I c an g o t h r o u g h a l m o s t a w h o l e d a y t h i n k i n g 1 
live h e r e a n d t h e n s o m e ad o r s o m e t h i n g c o m e s a l o n g a n d 
gives m e a n u d g e — j u s t r e m i n d i n g m e t h a t n o t only d o 1 no t 
have a r igh t to be h e r e ; I d o n ' t e v e n exist . S ince I c r awled in to 
this p a r t i c u l a r ivory t o w e r it has n o t b e e n be t t e r , h e a r i n g 
a b o u t t h e typical n e w m a n in t h e d e p a r t m e n t a n d his w o r k 
a n d his pay a n d his s c h e d u l e a n d his wi fe a n d his c h i l d r e n 
(me? my d e p a r t m e n t ) , well t ha t ' s only c o m e d y , b u t w h a t goes 
r igh t to my h e a r t is t h e e n d l e s s smi l ing of t h e sec re ta r ies 
w h e r e I w o r k , t h e e n d l e s s a n x i e t y to p lease . T h e anx ie ty . Like 
my h u s b a n d , c o m i n g h o m e o n t h e b u s wi th m e f r o m m y 
sh r ink a n d b l u r t i n g o u t , " T h e r e ' s only you a n d m e , w h a t d o e s 
h e m e a n , the m a r r i a g e ! " 

Still, sex was n o g o o d wi th h i m . S e e i n g a d o u b l e r a i n b o w 
with J e a n a n d wa l t z ing a r o u n d t h e r o o m (clumsily b u t sol-
emnly ) has s o m e h o w e n a b l e d m e to r e m e m b e r t ha t sex with 
my h u s b a n d was in fact very b a d , t h e b a d n e s s of it b e i n g (as I 
r e m e m b e r ) a g o o d m e a s u r e of t h e t ru ly vast n u m b e r of t h i n g s 
I cou ld n o t — t h e n — m a n a g e to r e m e m b e r . O r r a t h e r , I la-
b o r e d so consc ien t ious ly to r e m e m b e r to f o r g e t t h e m ; if only 
I 'd h a d a w o r s e m e m o r y ! B u t I d i d n ' t . I a m a g o o d , ear less , 
eyeless girl w h o walks pas t c o n s t r u c t i o n w o r k e r s w i t h o u t h e a r -
ing o r see ing a n y t h i n g a n d t h e last t i m e I h u n g u p s i d e - d o w n 
by my k n e e s f r o m t h e to]) o f t h e j u n g l e gym I was five years 
o ld . i w o n d e r w h a t I m a d e of tha t u p s i d e - d o w n wor ld . Al-
r eady d a i n t y a n d g o o d , n o t l ik ing to have s m u d g e s o n my 
d ress (when I r e m e m b e r e d ) a n d se t t i ng my dolls to school like 
my e l e m e n t a r y - s c h o o l t e a c h e r a u n t , d r e s s i n g t h e m in a p p r o -
pr ia te c o s t u m e s f o r t h e season (which p rac t i ce I c o n t i n u e with 
myself , by t h e way), a n d s p e n d i n g a lot of t ime f u s s i n g over 
which of t h e m was t h e tallest a n d which t h e shor t e s t because 
they h a d to be p u t in a r o w of g r a d u a t e d h e i g h t f o r school . I 
w r a p p e d u p my best dol l a n d t ook h e r d o w n s t a i r s o n c e to see a 
ha i l s to rm. But I got d i r ty , too. A n d I l iked t h e wor ld u p s i d e -
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d o w n (hav ing ba t b lood) a n d l o n g e d f iercely to get u p in t h e 
c louds , which you cou ld only d o if they were " d o w n " — i . e . 
h a n g i n g on t h e j u n g l e g y m . I w o u l d swing my way absen t -
m i n d e d l y to t h e t o p like a m o n k e y a n d t h e n h a n g t h e r e , s t e rn 
a n d sensible, fu l l o f cosmic awe. T h e r e ' s a p i c t u r e of this d e a d 
little f ive-year -o ld w o m a n l o o k i n g at t h e ins ide of h e r f i rs t 
post o f f ice , r ows a n d rows of p o s t - o f f i c e boxes r igh t u p to the 
ceil ing; she 's h a n g i n g on to t h e k n o b s of two of t h e m with a n 
i n d e c i p h e r a b l e — p e r h a p s s t u n n e d — e x p r e s s i o n . I 'm l o o k i n g 
at a jai l . T h e R o s e - G r o w e r s ' Assoc ia t ion g a r d e n s w h e r e we 
wen t every w e e k - e n d was m y m o t h e r ; my f a t h e r was t h e pos t 
o f f i ce (because h e w o r k e d in an o f f i ce ) ; I mysel f was t h e s t o n e 
lion o u t s i d e t h e pos t o f f i ce . T h e r e ' s a p i c t u r e of m e s i t t ing 
as t r ide it, l o o k i n g u n c o m f o r t a b l e a n d exa l t ed . In t h e earl iest 
family s n a p s h o t of all (I m e a n a f t e r t h e w e t - l u m p s tage , which 
does no t show pe r sona l i ty , at least in a k o d a k ) I a m p e e k i n g 
d ramat i ca l ly a r o u n d t h e c o r n e r of a city fire h y d r a n t , m y face 
s m e a r e d beau t i fu l l y all o ve r with choco la t e ice c r e a m . It all 
looks so g o o d : d o n ' t give a d a m n a b o u t a n y b o d y a n d h a v i n g a 
g o o d t ime . I a m to ld t h a t t he se s h o r t p e o p l e a r e still alive 
s o m e w h e r e , possibly ins ide t h e g rea t , g r a n d pa l impses t o f Me, 
a n d s o m e w h e r e at t h e c e n t e r (like a k e r n e l in a n u t ) t h e a rcha ic 
idol, all r e d wr ink les , w h o got w r a p p e d s c r e a m i n g in a b l anke t 
(cover ing h e r e n l a r g e d v u l v a — t h i s is t r u e , you know, f o r a 
few days a f t e r b i r th ) w h o s u c k e d in f o o d s t u f f at o n e e n d a n d 
squ i r t ed p r o d u c t - s t u f f o u t t h e o t h e r , like a s e a - a n e m o n e . Bu t 
this I d o n ' t bel ieve. Y o u ' r e s u p p o s e d to b r e a k y o u r t ee th on 
this a rcha ic c e n t e r if you bite too d e e p l y in to t h i n g s — b u t I 
find the h o w l e r m o n k e y , t h e w a n t e r , t h e h a t e r , t he s c r e a m e r , 
f a r too m o d e r n a n d p r e s e n t to t h i n k of h e r as t h e l e f t o v e r s 
f r o m a baby. A n d w h o cou ld call a wet l u m p she? You m i g h t as 
well call it I rv ing . W h a t has t ru ly n e v e r lef t m e is t h e post 
o f f i c e b o x e s (which I r a t h e r l i ked ; t h e y ce r t a in ly l o o k e d 
p o w e r f u l a n d i m p o r t a n t ) a n d t h e j ung l e gym. Wi tches d o 
e v e r y t h i n g u p s i d e - d o w n a n d b a c k w a r d s : the) go in w h e r e 
they s h o u l d go ou t , a n d o u t w h e n they s h o u l d go in. O r flat. 
Like all w o m e n . So get u sed to see ing e v e r y t h i n g u p s i d e - d o w n 
as you r e a d this. 

But t h e n a m e is bad . T h e n a m e is awfu l . I m e a n that 
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e v e r y o n e I 've me t , e v e r y o n e I k n o w well (unless t h e y ' r e lving, 
as I always a m in a social s i t u a t i o n — y o u d o n ' t t h i n k I want to 
get locked u p , d o y o u ? ) — a n y w a y , every f e m a l e f r i e n d of m i n e 
seems to have a c c e p t e d in s o m e sense tha t s h e is a w o m a n , ha s 
d e c i d e d All r i gh t , I a m a w o m a n ; rolls tha t n a m e " w o m a n ' ' 
ove r a n d o v e r o n h e r t o n g u e , t r y ing to f i g u r e ou t what it 
m e a n s , looks at he r se l f in a f u l l - l e n g t h m i r r o r , t r y i n g to un -
d e r s t a n d , " I s t h a t w h a t t h e y m e a n by W o m a n ? " T h e y ' r e 
ladies. T h e y ' r e p r e t t y . T h e y ' r e qu ie t a n d c h e e r f u l . T h e y w a n t 
a b e t t e r dea l , m a y b e , b u t t h e y ' r e easy-go ing , thev have a 
cer ta in se ren i ty , t h e y ' r e women. P e r h a p s they 've lost some-
th ing , p e r h a p s they 've h i d d e n s o m e t h i n g . W h e n they w e r e 
s ix teen they cou ld say, " I ' m a girl, a r e n ' t I?" a n d not be 
s t u p e f i e d , s t u n n e d , c o n f u s e d , a n d u t t e r ly d e f e a t e d by the 
i r re levant idiocy of t h e w h o l e p r o c e e d i n g . 

I 'm no t a w o m a n . N e v e r , n e v e r . N e v e r was, n e v e r will be. 
I 'm a s o m e t h i n g - e l s e . My b r e a s t s a r e a s o m e t h i n g - e l s e ' s 
breas ts . My (really r a t h e r sp i f fy ) b e h i n d is a someth ing-e l se ' s ' 
b e h i n d . My s o m e t h i n g - e l s e ' s f a c e wi th its p r o p h e t i c t h in 
bones , its big s u n k e n eyes, my l o n g l o n g - b o n e s , mv s t r e t c h e d -
ou t h a n d s a n d fee t , my h u n c h e d - o v e r p o s t u r e , all b e l o n g to a 
some th ing -e l s e . I h a v e a s o m e t h i n g - e l s e ' s u t e r u s , a n d a clitoris 
(which is no t a w o m a n ' s b e c a u s e n o b o d y ever m e n t i o n e d it 
while I was g r o w i n g u p ) a n d some th ing -e l s e ' s s t r a igh t , sho r t 
ha i r , a n d every twen ty - f ive clays b lood c o m e s o u t o f m v some-
thing-e lse ' s vag ina , which is a s o m e t h i n g - e l s e d o i n g its bodily 
h o u s e k e e p i n g . T h i s s o m e t h i n g - e l s e has w o r m e d its way in to a 
univers i ty t e a c h i n g job by a series of i m p e r s o n a t i o n s which 
n e v e r ceases to a m a z e m e ; f o r e x a m p l e , it wears s tockings . It 
smiles p leasant ly w h e n it's cal led an h o n o r a r y male . It h u m s a 
t u n e w h e n it's to ld tha t it t h i n k s like a m a n . If I e v e r de l ive r 
f r o m b e t w e e n mv s m o o t h , s l ightly m a r b l e d s o m e t h i n g - e l s e 
th ighs a d a u g h t e r , t ha t d a u g h t e r will be a s o m e t h i n g - e l s e unt i l 
u n s p e a k a b l e p e o p l e (like mv p a r e n t s — o r yours ) get hold of it. 
I migh t even d o bad t h i n g s to it myself , f o r which I h o p e I will 
weep b lood a n d be r e i n c a r n a t e d as a h o u s e p l an t , I d o not 
want a b e t t e r dea l . I d o not want to m a k e a dea l at all. / waul il 
all. T h e y got to my m o t h e r a n d m a d e h e r a w o m a n , but the \ 
won' t get m e . 
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Someth ing-e l ses of t he wor ld , un i t e ! 
Do you th ink J e a n i s — m i g h t b e — a someth ing-e l se? 

Sally, Louise , J e a n , a n d I w e r e w a t c h i n g a bad m o v i e on T V . 
Beho ld a h a n d s o m e , virile, foo tba l l -p l aye r ac to r p r e t e n d i n g 
to be an e m i n e n t scientist . It was o n e of those movies in which 
a c o m p u t e r takes o v e r the wor ld a n d you jolly well wish it 
w o u l d — a n y t h i n g ' s b e t t e r t h a n t h e peop l e . I not ice tha t t h e 
A m u r r i c a n s a r e all g l a m o r o u s m e s o m o r p h s u n d e r thirty-Five 
but t he R o o s h i a n s a r e fa t a n d m i d d l e - a g e d . So I 'm in t r o u b l e 
with ar t , too. Sally a n d Lou i se a r e v i s i t ing—old a c q u a i n t a n c e s 
of J e a n ' s , no t really f r i e n d s , f o r t h e y ' r e m u c h o l d e r t h a n she is 
(she's twen ty-s ix )—with a d o g n a m e d Lady w h o bare ly got 
into the a p a r t m e n t b e f o r e she z i p p e d f rant ica l ly u n d e r t h e 
sofa a n d s tayed t h e r e f o r t he e n t i r e visit, at t he e n d of which 
she c a m e o u t very stiff a n d s t r e t c h i n g herse l f as if she 'd h a d 
r h e u m a t i s m . Lady 's a f r a i d of n e w places. Lady , I was to ld , is a 
Belgian s h e e p d o g with a t e n d e n c y to h e r d s t r a n g e c h i l d r e n — 
that ' s f u n n y to tell a b o u t if n o b o d y takes you to cou r t o ve r it; 
n o r is it f u n n y o r p l easan t f o r t h e c h i l d r e n w h o have the i r 
heels n i p p e d , I i m a g i n e . 

W h a t a r e Sally a n d Lou i se like? 
Well, t hey look l ike—well , like a n y b o d y . T h e y a r en ' t g l am-

o rous . F r o m a d i s t ance t h e y look \ o u n g ( that 's t he b lue jeans) ; 
bu t t hey ' r e g r o w n w o m e n in t he i r late thir t ies , even as vou a n d 
I; Jean k n e w t h e m w h e n the ) were Engl ish t eache r s h e r e . I 
don ' t k n o w t h e m . Louise is t h e c h u n k s o n e w h o wears h u g e , 
f a s h i o n - m o d e l sunglasses a n d t r i ed very pat ient ly to coax 
Ladv ou t f r o m u n d e r mv sofa (Ladv g rowled a n d r e t r ea t ed ) . 
Sallv is t he sk inny o n e a n d talks a lot. If she weren ' t so f r i end ly 
a n d civilized, o n e feels, she 'd b e in to y o u r r e f r i g e r a t o r in-
stantly. o r e x a m i n i n g votir d r a p e s f o r bl ister rust o r y o u r 
c u p b o a r d s f o r t e a c u p bl ight . Not that she 's pushv ; she 's just 
in t e res t ed . T r u t h to tell, Louise is not so p l u m p n o r is Sally so 
sk inny; it's onlv tha t t he re ' s little to sav abou t w o m e n w h o 
don ' t p ro jec t t hemse lves d ramat ica l ly bv way ol m a k u p o r 
dress . A n d t h e r e was the w ea r iness of the i r e i g h t - h o u r d r ive 
f r o m Virgin ia . In bo th ways totally un l ike mv f r i e n d J e a n , w h o 



20 / J o a n n a Russ 

was b e i n g very W A S P col lege-gi r l f r e s h a n d b e a u t i f u l : h e r 
ha i r c a u g h t back by a g r e e n r i b b o n , h e r b e l l - b o t t o m e d g r e e n 
pan t s , a m a n ' s whi t e sh i r t t ied t o g e t h e r in f r o n t . All of us, 1 
th ink , h a d t h e a c a d e m i c d r a b n e s s in which e v e r y t h i n g has r u n 
to voice, so I r e m e m b e r Sally's qu ick , br i l l iant , ins is tent h a m -
mer -b lows ( the voice of a s h o r t w o m a n who ' s on h e r way to 
b e c o m i n g a t i m e - b o m b b e c a u s e n o b o d y eve r takes h e r se-
riously) a n d f r o m t i m e to t i m e Louise ' s slow, d e e p e r , i ronic , 
S o u t h e r n i n t e r r u p t i o n s , o n e h a n d g o i n g d o w n to r u b t h e 
dog ' s nose . L a d v d i d n ' t say a w o r d . A n d J e a n is always just 
J e a n . 

W h a t d id we talk a b o u t ? 
I d o n ' t r e m e m b e r . W e t a lked so h a r d a n d sat so still tha t I 

got c r a m p s in ray knees . W e h a d too m a n y c u p s of tea a n d 
t h e n d i d n ' t wan t to leave t h e tab le to go to t h e b a t h r o o m 
because we d i d n ' t w a n t to s t o p ta lk ing . You will t h i n k we 
ta lked o f r ev o lu t i o n b u t we d i d n ' t . N o r d id we talk of o u r own 
souls. N o r of sewing . N o r of babies . N o r of d e p a r t m e n t a l 
i n t r i gue . It was polit ics if by polit ics you m e a n t h e l a b o r a t o r y 
talk t ha t c h a r a c t e r s in b a d mov ies a r e p e r p e t u a l l y t ry ing to 
convey (unsuccess fu l ly ) w h e n they W r i n k l e T h e i r W e e B r o w s 
a n d say ( v a l i a n t l y — d u t i f u l l y — a f t e r all, they d i d n ' t wr i te it) 
"Bu t , Doc to r , d o e s n ' t t h a t violate F inagle ' s C o n s t a n t ? " I s tag-
g e r e d to t h e b a t h r o o m , r e l ea sed f l o o d s of tea, a n d r e t u r n e d to 
t h e k i tcken to talk. It was p r o f e s s i o n a l talk. It lef t m e grey-
faced a n d with such c o n c e n t r a t i o n tha t I b e g a n to d e v e l o p a 
h e a d a c h e . W e ta lked a b o u t M a r y A n n Evans ' loss of f a i th , 
a b o u t Emi ly B r o n t e ' s i s o l a t i o n , a b o u t C h a r l o t t e B r o n t e ' s 
b l i n d i n g c loud , a b o u t t h e split in Vi rg in ia W o o l f s h e a d a n d 
t h e split in h e r e c o n o m i c s i tua t ion . W e ta lked a b o u t Ladv 
Murasak i , w h o w r o t e in a f o r m tha t n o r e spec tab le m a n w o u l d 
touch , Hroswi t , a little n a m e w h o s e plays " m a y p e r h a p s a m u s e 
mysel f , " Miss A u s t e n , w h o h a d n o m o r e e x p r e s s i o n in societv 
than a f i r e sc r een o r a p o k e r . T h e y d id n o t all wr i te le t ters , 
write m e m o i r s , o r go on t h e s tage . S a p p h o — o n l y an a m b i g u -
ous , s o m e w h a t d i s a g r e e a b l e n a m e . C o r i n u a ? T h e t e a c h e r of 
P inda r . Ol ive S c h r e i n e r , g r o w i n g u p on the veldt , w r o t e o n e 
b o o k , m a r r i e d h a p p i l y . a n d n e v e r w r o t e a n o t h e r . K a t e 
C h o p i n w r o t e a s c a n d a l o u s b o o k a n d n e v e r w r o t e a n o t h e r . 
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(Jean has wr i t t en n o t h i n g . ) T h e r e was M-rv Sh-ll-v w h o wro t e 
you know what a n d Ch-r l - t t - P - rk -ns G- ln i -n . w h o w r o t e o n e 
s u p e r b h o r r o r s torv a n d lots of s l u d g e (was it s ludge?) , a n d 
Ph-ll-s W h - t l - y w h o was black a n d wro te e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y 
odes (but it was t h e e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y ) a n d Mrs. - n n R-dc l - f f -
who wro t e silly novels a n d M-rg- r - t C-v-nd-sh a n d Mrs. -d -n 
S - t h w - r t h a n d Mrs. G - - r g - Sh- ld-n a n d (Miss?) G--rg-tt- H-y-r 
a n d B-rb-r - C - r t l - nd a n d t h e l eg ion of those , w h o wr i t ing , 
write no t , like t h e d e a d Miss B—1 y of the p o e m w h o was 
s e d u c e d in to bad prac t ices ( f u d g i n g h e r e n d i n g s ) a n d h a n g e d 
herse l f in h e r g a r t e r . The sun was g o i n g d o w n . I was b l ind a n d 
stiff . It 's at this po in t tha t t h e c o m p u t e r (which has r u n a m o k 
a n d ea t en Los Ange les ) is d e f e a t e d bv s o m e scientif ically 
t r a n s c e n d e n t vers ion o f pu l l i ng o u t t h e p l u g : t he f u r n i t u r e 
s tood r o u n d us u n k n o w i n g ( t h o u g h we h a d just pu l l ed o u t t h e 
plug) a n d Ladv , w h o got rest less w h e n p e o p l e ta lked at such 
l eng th because she c o u l d n ' t u n d e r s t a n d it. s tuck h e r h e a d o u t 
f r o m u n d e r the c o u c h , l o o k i n g f o r t h ings to h e r d . W e h a d 
ta lked f o r six h o u r s , f r o m o n e in t h e a f t e r n o o n unt i l seven; I 
h a d at t ha t m o m e n t an i m p r e s s i o n of o u r act of c r ea t ion so 
s t r ong , so s h a r p , so e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y vivid, tha t I cou ld not 
believe all o u r t a lk ing h a d n ' t led to s o m e t h i n g m o r e tangi -
b l e — m i g h t n ' t you e x p e c t (at least) a little b lue p y r a m i d si t t ing 
in the m i d d l e of t h e f loo r? Bu t t h e r e wasn ' t a n y t h i n g . I h a d a 
te r r ib le shock , s o m e t h i n g so p r o f o u n d tha t I c o u l d n ' t even tell 
what it was; f o r n o t h i n g h a d c h a n g e d — t h e sun sank , t h e light 
b reeze blew t h r o u g h my e n o r m o u s o p e n windows . T h e view 
over the hills was as s p l e n d i d as ever . I looked f o r the cause in 
Lady, w h o h a d eased he r se l f s t i f f ly o u t f r o m u n d e r t h e sofa 
with a p la in t ive w h i n e of d i s c o m f o r t , I looked at t he l amps , t he 
tables, mv f loor - to -ce i l ing bookcase , mv whi te walls, mv b lue 
r u g a n d r ed cu r t a ins , ill}' b l a c k - f r a m e d p i c tu re s of roses a n d 
r o b o t s . But n o t h i n g h a s e x p l o d e d , o r c h a n g e d c o l o r , o r 
t u r n e d u p s i d e d o w n , o r is s p e a k i n g in verse . N o r had t h e wall 
o p e n e d to reveal a wor ld -wide , t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l , t rue-v iew 
television set p lav ing f o r t h e e n l i g h t e n m e n t of t h e h u m a n race 
a n d o u r especial e n j o y m e n t , a co r r ec t , t ruly scientif ic (this 
t ime) f i lm abou t a r u n a w a y c o m p u t e r in I .os Ange le s in which 
all t he i m p o r t a n t roles were p laved bv g r e y - h a i r e d , midd le -
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a g e d w o m e n . That w o u l d violate e v e r y t h i n g . (T h e o t h e r way 
only we a r e violated.) P e r h a p s in t h e days of t h e Cheat G o d -
dess ( b e f o r e e v e r y t h i n g wen t w r o n g ) c rea t ion was bo th vo lun-
tary a n d i n v o l u n t a r y , in t h e m i n d a n d in t h e bodv , so to b e a r 
t h e s tars a n d p l a n e t s — i n d e e d , t h e who le u n i v e r s e — S h e had 
not only to g r u n t a n d sweat with t h e c o n t r a c t i o n s of H e r 
m i n d , bu t t h i n k p r o f o u n d l y , rationally, a n d heavi ly with H e r 
w o m b . 

Then t h e s p o n t a n e o u s r emis s ion . 1 h e hea l ing . The G o d -
dess 's k indly a n d i m p a t i e n t g i f t . I s t a r t ed t h i n k i n g aga in a n d 
the first t h o u g h t was very e m b a r r a s s i n g : 1 real ized I h a d b e e n 
s t a r ing very r u d e l y at Jean , w h o was s i t t ing in f r o n t of t h e 
w i n d o w a n d w h o s e b r e a s t s w e r e s i l h o u e t t e d t h r o u g h , h e r 
b louse by t h e late a f t e r n o o n s u n . 1 t r i ed to tell all this to t h e 
o the r s , bu t I t h i n k they w e r e only a m u s e d . " W e ' r e br i l l iant ," 1 
said. " W e ' r e t h e g r e a t o n e s . " (I m e a n t : wha t t hose o t h e r s sav 
a b o u t us isn't t rue . ) 

" S u r e , " said Louise . 
I w a n t e d to sav to Jean , I ' m e m b a r r a s s e d because I saw t h e 

o u t l i n e of v o u r b reas t s a n d y o u ' r e r u n n i n g a r o u n d wi thou t a 
b ra . Bu t m v h e a d h u r t . 

" I ' m d y i n g of h u n g e r , " said Sallv. "Let ' s go o u t . " 
(You see, w e ' r e t h e real p e o p l e . W e ' r e t h e best . I d o n ' t m e a n 

tha t w e ' r e "as g o o d as m e n " o r tha t " e v e r y o n e is e q u a l " o r tha t 
" p e o p l e s h o u l d be j u d g e d as ind iv idua l s . " I 'm not r e f e r r i n g to 
those o t h e r s o u t t h e r e at all. I t 's a q u e s t i o n of what ' s p u t at t he 
cen t e r . See C o p e r n i c u s a n d Gali leo. I k n o w you k n o w all this, 
bu t i n d u l g e me . Lis ten to m e . The roo f has just c o m e o f f t h e 
wor ld a n d h e r e is t h e S u n , w h o took H e r b r o a d , m a t r o n ' s face 
d o w n b e h i n d t h e last, t h e W e s t e r n m o s t hill, a n d h e r e is baby 
Nigh t , who ' s l e a n i n g H e r e lbows on the cool sill of t he Last. 
She car r ies a f i sh ing r o d so t ha t She can d a n g l e the b r igh t b o b 
of se t t ing V e n u s o v e r t h e b r o w of t h e S u n . S o m e t h i n g has 
vanished f r o m t h e t o p of t h e skv, s o m e lid o r lens o r f i shbowl 
that ' s been closed oppres s ive lv ove r my h e a d as l ong as I can 
r e m e m b e r a n d n o b o d y eve r even r e m a r k e d u p o n it o r crit-
icized it o r took t h e t r o u b l e to sugges t that it might not be a 
good th ing , that it m igh t even be b e t t e r if it we re r e m o v e d . I 
t rai led a f t e r Jean to t h e d o o r , t h i n k i n g that I was m a k i n g s o m e 
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o t h e r d e c i s i o n , t o o , h u t s o m e t h i n g I d i d n ' t u n d e r s t a n d , a n d 
t h a t it was u n s e t t l i n g t o f ee l v o l u n t a r y a c t i o n t a k i n g p l a c e in a 
r e g i o n v o u c a n ' t e v e n r e a c h . A n y w a y , it 's just o n e o f m \ 
f a n t a s i e s . A n d it d o e s n ' t m a t t e r . N o t t h a t it 's s o m e t h i n g in m e ; 
it 's o n l y s o m e t h i n g s t r a n g e in t h e way t h e w o r l d is p u t to-
g e t h e r , s o m e t h i n g a b o u t t h e wav f o u n d a t i o n s o f t h e w o r l d a r e 
a r r a n g e d . 

( B u t w h a t is " i t?" 
(I d o n ' t k n o w . ) 

My f a n t a s i e s . O h l o r d , m y f a n t a s i e s . T h e h u m a n ba t f a n t a s y 
a b o u t m a t i n g in m i d - a i r . T h e S u p e r - W o m a n f a n t a s y ( b e f o r e 
t h e c o m i c b o o k ) . T h e h e r m i t f a n t a s y . T h e T h e d a B a r a f a n -
tasy. T h e d i s g u i s e d l a d y as r e c k l e s s h e r o f a n t a s y ( Z o n a ) . I 
h a v e a m i l l i o n o f ' e m . O n e of us w h o is w r i t i n g th i s ( w e ' r e a 
c o m m i t t e e ) w a s t o l d by h e r m o t h e r t h a t s h e was n a m e d J o a n 
a f t e r J u a n a la L o c a o r Craz; J o a n n a , a p o o r S p a n i s h Q u e e n 
b e r e f t o f h e r wits w h o f o l l o w e d h e r h u s b a n d ' s e m b a l m e d 
c o r p s e a r o u n d A n - d a - l u - / / / « ' - y a e tc . f o r e i g h t e e n y e a r s . I t ' s in 
t h e e n c y c l o p e d i a . N o w th i s is a hel l o f a t h i n g to p u t o n y o u r 
d a u g h t e r . I f o u n d o u t last w e e k t h a t h e r rea l n a m e s a k e was in 
f ac t t h e s p i r i t u a l l e a d e r o f t h e e n t i r e W e s t e r n W o r l d a n d 
s o m e b o d y w h o s c a r e d e v e r y o n e so m u c h t h e v h a d to r e a r -
r a n g e t h e s u c c e s s i o n o f P o p e s ( w i t h t w o y e a r s l e f t u n a c -
c o u n t e d f o r a n d o n e P o p e J o h n ) , eff ace h e r f r o m t h e h i s tory 
b o o k s f o r f o u r h u n d r e d y e a r s , a n d d e m a n d a phys i ca l e x a m -
i n a t i o n o f e v e r y c a n d i d a t e f o r t h e P a p a c y t h e r e a f t e r , lest they 
a g a i n ge t s t u c k wi th a w o m a n ( B r a n d X). I m e a n , o f c o u r s e , 
P o p e J o a n — o r J o h n V I I I , J o a n n e s in L a t i n . No t to m e n t i o n 
t h e saint w h o c a m e a f t e r h e r , w h i c h m a k e s th is p a r t i c u l a r 
n a m e ve ry p o w e r f u l i n d e e d . * 

T h a t p o o r m o t h e r was d e c e i v e d . S h e h a d b e c o m e a b j e c t . 
It is v e r y i m p o r t a n t , B o a d i c c a , T o m v r i s . Cat t i s m a n d u a , 

A r t e m i s i a , C o r i n n a , Kva. M r s . G e o r g i e S h e l d o n , in find out for 
-whom you were named. 

Q u e e n E s t h e r , m y n a m e s a k e , go t d o w n o n h e r k n e e s to save 

*d. 8 ">.">. ana thema t i zed 1()01. Oops . 
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h e r p e o p l e , which is n o g r e a t shakes , b u t R u t h — w h o s e n a m e 
m e a n s C o m p a s s i o n — s a i d W h i t h e r t h o u goes t , 1 will go too. 

To her mother in-lau<. 
Big news f o r all t h e E s t h e r s a n d Stellas in t h e a u d i e n c e — 

y o u r n a m e m e a n s " s t a r . " F o r g e t H o l l y w o o d . S t a r s , l ike 
w o m e n , a r e m y t h o l o g i z e d ou t of all real i ty . Fo r e x a m p l e , t he 
t e m p e r a t u r e at t h e c o r e of Y Cygn i , a y o u n g blue-violet s tar of 
impeccab le b a c k g r o u n d ( the m a i n s equence ) , is th i r tv - two 
mill ion d e g r e e s C e n t i g r a d e . T h i s is also Eps i lon A u r i g a e . that 
big, cool , u n w i e l d y r e d g ian t , w h o s e a v e r a g e t e m p e r a t u r e is a 
b a r e seven h u n d r e d d e g r e e s C bu t w h o s e o u t e r e d g e s a r e as 
big a r o u n d as t h e o rb i t of U r a n u s . A n d t h e n e u t r o n stars , 
d e n s e r t h a n whi t e d w a r f s ( 20 ,000 t imes t h e dens i ty of wate r ) 
a n d t h o s e e v e n m o r e co l l apsed bu t poet ica l p e r s o n s w h o a r e 
s u p p o s e d to d i s a p p e a r en t i r e ly f r o m t h e k n o w n un ive r se , at 
least to t h e eye ( the i r i m m e n s e g rav i t a t iona l f ie lds t r a p the 
l ight t r y ing to e s c a p e f r o m the i r su r f aces ) b u t w h o r e m a i n at 
t h e c e n t e r o f an u n e x p l a i n e d a t t r a c t i o n — t h e d i s t u r b i n g cen-
ter at a lot of n o t h i n g , you m i g h t say. Sylvia d id this o n c e o r 
twice. I f y o u ' r e real ly a m b i t i o u s , you m i g h t try to be a nova , 
which (says G e o r g e G a m o w in The Life and Death of the Sun, 
M e n t o r , 1959): 

will blast into an intensity surpassing thai of its normal slate by a 
factor of several hundreds of thousands and, in some eases, even 
of several billions. 

(p. 155) 

an essentially different class of stellar explosions [with a] max-
imum luminosity on the average 10,000 times greater than that 
of ordinary novae and exceeding by a factor of several billions 
the luminosity of our Sun. 

(p. 157) 

T h i s p a r t of t h e b o o k is ful l o f italics; I t h ink even the a u t h o r 
got s ca red . M o r e o v e r , a s u p e r n o v a is visible f r o m Ear th every 
t h r e e c e n t u r i e s a n d we ' r e a b o u t d u e f o r o n e . Just t h i n k : You 
might be it. 

Did you h e a r tha t , Mar i lvn? Did you h e a r tha t , Natal ie , 
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D a r l e n e , Sh i r l ey , C h e r y l , B a r b a r a . D o r i n e , Lor i , Hol l i s . 
Debbi? Did yon h e a r tha t , s tar le ts? You n e e d n ' t knee l to 
A h a s u e r u s . You n e e d n ' t be a b u r n t o f f e r i n g like p o o r Joan . 
Pract ice the P h o e n i x React ion a n d rise p e r p e t u a l l y f r o m y o u r 
own a s h e s ! — e v e n as d o e s o u r o w n qu ie t li t t le S u n , cozy 
hea r t h l e t tha t it is, mel low a n d mild as a cheese , with its 
e x t e r n a l t e m p e r a t u r e of 6 0 0 0 d e g r e e s C e n t i g r a d e ( j u s t 
e n o u g h to w a r m y o u r h a n d s at) a n d its p e r h a p s r a t h e r dis-
may ing in t e r io r , w h o s e t e m p e r a t u r e m a y r a n g e a n y w h e r e — 
in d e g r e e s C e n t i g r a d e — f r o m f i f t e e n to t w e n t y - o n e mil l ion. 
T h e sun ' s in its t eens , f i f t e e n to t w e n t y - o n e . T h e really a t t rac -
tive years. T h e p r e t t y p e r i o d . 

A n d tha t , savs my bible, is what they m e a n bv m v n a m e . 
T h a t ' s an Es the r . T h a t ' s m e . 

Jean a n d I went to a pa r ty . It was given by Jean 's p a r e n t s , 
with Jean ac t ing as a social slavey a l o n g with h e r y o u n g e r 
sister, h e r y o u n g e r b r o t h e r b e i n g e x e m p t a n d h e r o l d e r sister 
h a v i n g m a r r i e d a t r ee m a n u f a c t u r e r in O r e g o n — s o r r y , a 
l u m b e r m a n u f a c t u r e r . (Onlv G o d can m a k e a t r e e a n d She 
s e l d o m t r ies , n o w a d a y s . ) It was m o s t l v a c a d e m i c p e o p l e , 
f r i e n d s of Jean ' s p a r e n t s , w h o a r e b o t h biologists at t h e un i -
versity ag r i cu l t u r a l a n d v e t e r i n a r y school , h e r f a t h e r a ful l 
p r o f e s s o r , wel l -paid , h e r m o t h e r a p a r t - t i m e r e s e a r c h e r , u n -
pa id . ( T h e i r w o r k is f a r too eso te r ic f o r m e to u n d e r s t a n d , let 
a lone exp la in . ) T h e first t h i n g tha t h a p p e n e d at this pa r ty was 
tha t s o m e o n e s t a r t ed a con tes t b e t w e e n t h e m e n a n d the 
w o m e n — t h e r e was o n e way in which w o m e n w e r e physically 
s u p e r i o r to m e n , which involved s t a n d i n g two feet f r o m a wall, 
p u t t i n g v o u r f o r e h e a d agains t it, a n d t h e n l i v i n g to raise a 
chair , it was s o m e t h i n g to d o with leverage . W h a t e v e r the 
d a m n e d t h i n g was. I w o u l d n ' t d o it. I hex coaxed m e but I 
wou ldn ' t . " A r e n ' t vou i n t e r e s t e d in t h e d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n 
m e n a n d w o m e n ? " they said. I said I t h o u g h t we o u g h t to 
j udge p e o p l e as ind iv idua ls . W h a t I reallv w a n t e d to say was 
that if we were h a v i n g a contes t of physical abilities, I 'd like to 
see s o m e of t h e m e n give b i r th , bu t if vou d o dia l (I m e a n say 
it. not d o it) vou s p e n d t h e rest of d i e e v e n i n g l e n d i n g o f f 
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s o m e e x t r e m e l y r e spec t ab l e c h a r a c t e r ( somet imes , b u t no t 
always, f r o m t h e M i d d l e East) w h o has been look ing all his life 
f o r a f r e e , i n d e p e n d e n t w o m a n to T a l k Dir ty Wi th . J e a n ' s 
p a r e n t s h a d m a d e h e r p u t o n s tock ings so she was s c r a t c h i n g 
herse l f as u n g r a c e f u l l y as poss ib le w h e n e v e r a n v o n e looked at 
h e r . She was sulky. T h e talk nex t t u r n e d to p u s h - u p s , which 
the m e n got very exc i ted a b o u t (but I can ' t d o p u s h - u p s e i t he r ) 
a n d t h e n to t h e m o r e usua l t h ings , like w e a t h e r , so it a p p e a r e d 
tha t we m i g h t be g e t t i n g o u t o f t h e woods , b u t t h e n s o m e b o d y 
l eaned across t h e cof f ee tab le ( d r o p p i n g ashes on t h e family 's 
expens ive b u t s t u r d y - a n d - p r a c t i c a l r u g — w h v is it that t he 
only aes the t i c p e o p l e in sc ience a r e t h e physicists?) a n d re-
m a r k e d , l o o k i n g r a t h e r p o i n t e d l y at m e : 

"I h e a r s o m e o n e ' s g iv ing a p a p e r o n m e n s t r u a t i o n at t he 
nex t M L A , " T h e M L A is the M o d e r n L a n g u a g e Associa t ion , a 
sor t of E n g l i s h - t e a c h e r m o n o p o l y . 

0 g iggle g iggle g igg le (all ove r t h e room) . 
P robab ly a e u n u c h , said I. A l o u d I sa id: 
" C o m e o n , y o u ' r e j u s t m a k i n g tha t u p to tease me . " 
" O h , no , " h e said. " H o n e s t l y . I w o n d e r e d wha t vou t h o u g h t 

a b o u t it." 
"Be se r ious , " said I, b r igh t lv . 
"Bu t I a m ! " A n d h e w r i t h e d a little, like U r i a h H e e p . "1 want 

to k n o w y o u r o p i n i o n of it." 
1 w a n t e d to say t h a t I cou ld h a r d l y have an o p i n i o n of it, not 

h a v i n g r e a d t h e b las ted t h i n g , bu t s o m e t h i n g took it ou t of my 
h a n d s . 

" W h y a r e you te l l ing m e th is?" 1 said. 
H e w i n k e d gal lant ly . 
I went to t h e b a t h r o o m . 
T w e n t y m i n u t e s la ter w h e n I f i g u r e d it wou ld all be ove r . I 

c a m e o u t . I was r i gh t ; t hey w e r e t a lk ing abou t c h o w d e r s o r 
c lowders o r f ish p a r t s o r s o m e t h i n g . T h e trick of d o i n g this is 
to i n s inua t e you r se l f c a r e fu l l y in to t h e g r o u p bv s tages in a 
d i m m e d - d o w n sort of wav so that t h e inevi table l iberal in t h e 
g r o u p can ' t c o m e u p a n d apo log i ze f o r t h e bad b e h a v i o r of t h e 
first n u t , because t h e n you h a v e the p r o b l e m of w h e t h e r o r 
not to d r e s s h im d o w n f o r not hav ing c o m e to y o u r aid ear l ie r , 
w h e r e u p o n h e gets a little s n a p p i s h a n d savs he t h o u g h t that a 



Oil S t r ike Agains t G o d / 27 

w o m a n f i g h t i n g h e r own bat t les was wha t w o m e n ' s l ibera t ion 
was all a b o u t . A n o t h e r wav to avo id this is to eat a lot. 1 saw that 
J e a n was a t t e m p t i n g to s louch as d i sgus t ed ly as possible in the 
ki tchen ( s tomach ou t ) because she d o e s not like h e r f a t h e r ' s 
f r i ends . H e r p a r e n t s have verv g o o d , u n i m a g i n a t i v e f o o d at 
the i r par t ies , which is a rel ief a f t e r vou 've b e e n e x p o s e d to a kit 
of bad a t t e m p t s at c u r r v , o r t h e k inds of t h ings g r a d u a t e 
s t u d e n t s d o u n d e r t h e r o m a n t i c i m p r e s s i o n tha t noboclv's 
ever cooked b e f o r e . Jean 's m o t h e r has a m a i d w h o c o m e s in 
every cfav to clean u p a n d e v e r y o n e in t h e family (but J e a n ) 
th inks the ma id is a very se r ious cross to b e a r because she talks 
a lot. I suspec t t he m a i d has crosses of h e r own . (She 's whi te 
h i l l -people with b a d legs: var icose veins a n d swollen ankles . ) 
J e a n ' s m o t h e r s taved h o m e with h e r f o u r c h i l d r e n unt i l t h e 
younges t was e leven , as was only r ight (she said): t h e n w h e n 
she went ou t to work a f t e r e i g h t e e n vears she h a d , of cou r se , 
to get h o u s e h o l d he lp . "Mv m o t h e r has too m u c h e n e r g y , " 
savs J e a n . T h e r e was t h e u s u a l n e r v o u s d i s cus s ion a b o u t 
T h e m (Blacks, w h o else?) in which J e a n ' s f a t h e r m a i n t a i n e d 
with d e s p e r a t e , u n h a p p y pass ion tha t T h e y w e r e b e t t e r o f f 
t han Black p e o p l e in o t h e r p a r t s of t h e wor ld a n d t h e w h o l e 
c o m p a n y ( inc lud ing m e . I am s o r r y to say) j ee red at h im mos t 
cruelly; J e a n ' s f a t h e r is a k ind of eccen t r ic kn i cknack in his 
f r i ends ' eyes. T h e y ' r e l iberals a n d they won ' t s t a n d f o r any-
th ing biased o r u n f a i r . I have in m e a d e m o n w h o had slept all 
t h r o u g h t h e p r e v i o u s r e a l h r a t h e r pe r sona l ly p a i n f u l ex-
c h a n g e (I m e a n t h e MI.A article) a n d which was now beg in -
n ing to wake u p — t o k e e p it d o w n 1 s t a r t ed t a lk ing with my 
f ema le n e i g h b o r abou t t h e c lo thes you can' t buv f o r s u m m e r 
any m o r e , a n d t h e old t ro l ley-cars (which we bo th r e m e m -
b e r e d ) with t h e w o v e n s ides tha t wen t h a l f - w a v u p . Mv 
m o t h e r ' s s u m m e r shoes used to b e similarly woven , with s o m e 
sort of holes in the straw-y fabric:, a n d h e r r avon d ress ( the 
first synthet ic) also had little p a t t e r n s of holes. 1 used to th ink 
s u m m e r was m a d e of little p a t t e r n s of r e f resh ing ly a e r a t e d 
holes. Also p u t t i n g awav t h e w in t e r d r a p e s , if vou r e m e m b e r , 
and the r u g . a n d p u t t i n g s l ipcovers on t h e f u r n i t u r e , a l t h o u g h 
1 d o not know wh\ a n y o n e eve r d id o r ( fo r that m a t t e r ) 
s t o p p e d . Myster ious , I love w o m e n — I m e a n 1 just d e c i d e d 
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tha t , t a lk ing to h e r ; I m e a n w o m e n d o n ' t c o m e t ip to you a n d 
go s n e e r k , s n e e r k , m e n s t r u a t i o n ha ha . You can have a s imple , 
lovely c o n v e r s a t i o n a b o u t 100% po lyes t e r d o u b l e kni t a n d 
wha t d o they think t h e y ' r e se l l ing f o r s u m m e r fabr ics t hese 
days!—it ' s like a s t r o n o m y , like zoology, like p o e t r y — w i t h o u t 
t a k i n g y o u r life in y o u r h a n d s , as I s eem to d o every t ime I talk 
to a m a n . The m e n , by t h e way, w e r e d e e p in i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
politics (of a r a t h e r a m a t e u r k ind) at t h e o t h e r e n d of t h e 
table. T h e o n e C o n t i n e n t a l t h i n g j e a n ' s p a r e n t s d o is to se rve a 
g o o d dea l of w ine with t h e i r f o r m a l mea ls , so I t h i n k my 
n e i g h b o r was g e t t i n g a little z o n k e d ; she was te l l ing a b o u t how 
it h a d b e e n , g o i n g to a w o m a n ' s col lege twen ty years ago , that 
if you w a n t e d to b e a s c h o l a r you h a d to w e a r lisle s tockings , 
O x f o r d s , a n d m a n n i s h sui ts o r n o b o d y wou ld t ake vou se-
r iously. W a s n ' t it w o n d e r f u l n o w (she said) t ha t we cou ld all be 
feminine? S h e said this o v e r a n d o v e r , like a l i f e - ra f t . I said 
Yeah , I guess . Facul ty wives ( she t eaches p a r t - t i m e — f r e s h -
m a n courses ) t e n d to d r e s s f o r pa r t i e s like a r a t h e r wei rd 
vers ion of T V ta lk - show hos tesses , as if t hey h a d t r i ed but 
h a d n ' t got it q u i t e r i g h t — a n d this n ice lady, my t ab l e -ma te , 
was w e a r i n g a l o n g r e d silk sk i r t slit u p o n e k n e e a n d a whi te 
o r g a n d i e b l o u s e with r u f f l e s d o w n t h e f r o n t of it. D a n g l i n g 
ivory e a r r i n g s , I bel ieve. V e r y s t r a n g e . I m e a n all t h o s e t h i n g s 
tha t g l i t t e red a n d all t h a t s t u f f put on h e r (on h e r face) a n d 
ins ide all t ha t t h e rea l face , l o o k i n g sad . S h e said she wasn ' t a 
woman ' s - l i bb e r , she w o u l d n ' t b u r n h e r b ra , b u t with such a 
f r i g h t e n e d look t h a t I w a n t e d to p u t my a r m s a r o u n d h e r . 
B l o n d e ha i r c a r e f u l l y c o m b e d d o w n h e r back (dyed) . No t 
what you 'd call f r ee ly b lowing in t h e b reeze , exact ly (like in t h e 
ads) bu t t ha t was t h e idea , I s u p p o s e . " O h , tha t n e v e r h a p -
p e n e d , " I said. " T h a t was i n v e n t e d by t h e n e w s p a p e r s . " ( A n d 
this is so.) T h e n she b e g a n to tell m e wha t a r o t t en life she 
h a d — a t every facu l ty p a r t y t h e r e ' s a facu l ty wife w h o e n d s u p 
with m e in a c o r n e r , c r y i n g o v e r what a r o t t e n life she 's h a d 
(but it's always a d i f f e r e n t w o m a n ) — a n d t h e n w h e n I s t a r t ed 
ta lk ing a b o u t babys i t te rs , f r e e t ime , h u s b a n d s d o i n g h o u s e -
work , etc., she said: "I h a v e a very rich life. I love m v h u s b a n d 
a n d c h i l d r e n . " a n d r e t r e a t e d in to t h e f ru i t sal,id. " W h a t a 
b e a u t i f u l chi ld J e a n is!" said mv n e i g h b o r . "You k n o w , " she 
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went on , " fami ly life is not dy ing , as they say," a n d h e r e , in an 
a s s u m e d t o n e of i m m e n s e supe r io r i t y , s t a r t ed to talk abou t 
how h e r c h i l d r e n n e e d e d h e r because they w e r e f i f t e en a n d 
seven teen respect ively . "Yes, clear," I said; " Isn ' t t h e salad 
nice?" ( S o m e t i m e s they beg in c ry ing at this stage.) 

Don't imagine, she said, don't imagine that anything I've told you 
indicates—is—the slightest—shim's that I'm—means shows the 
slightest— 

" W h a t a r e vou two g a b b i n g a b o u t ! " cries h e r h u s b a n d with 
uncha rac t e r i s t i c hea r t i ne s s a n d jol l i ty f r o m t h e o t h e r e n d of 
the table. 

"Pa t t e rns , " I Said. 
"I t h ink , " said m y n e i g h b o r , h e r ch in very h i g h in t h e air 

(and still s p i f f e d , I a m glad to say) " tha t w o m e n who 've n e v e r 
m a r r i e d a n d n e v e r h a d c h i l d r e n have missed ou t o n t h e 
cen t ra l e x p e r i e n c e s of life. They a r e emot iona l ly c r i p p l e d . " 

N o w wha t a m 1 s u p p o s e d to say to tha t? I ask you . T h a t 
w o m e n who 've n e v e r won t h e Nobe l Peace Prize have also 
e x p e r i e n c e d a se r ious d e p r i v a t i o n ? It 's like t a k i n g c a n d y f r o m 
a baby; the p o o r t h i n g isn't a l lowed to get a n g r y , only cat ty , I 
sa id , " Tha t ' s r u d e a n d si l lv." a n d h e l p e d h e r to m a s h e d 
po ta toes . 

"You w o u l d n ' t k n o w . " said she , with a smi rk . 
"I t 's r u d e . Lily." I said in a c o n s i d e r a b l y l o u d e r voice, " a n d if 

you go on in this way, I shall have to c o n s i d e r tha t you a r e bo th 
verv foo l i sh a n d verv d r u n k . Eat v o u r p o t a t o e s . " S c e n e s 
b o t h e r ladies, you know. Also she t h o u g h t h e r h u s b a n d migh t 
be l i s tening in. I)o vou k n o w w h o h e r h u s b a n d is? 

T h e liberal! 
"Phoney ," said Lily dimly, in to h e r plate . ( O h dear , bu t she 

h a d h a d a lot to d r ink ! ) "You can ' t catch a m a n . " 
" That 's whv I'll n e v e r be a b a n d o n e d . " said I. F o r t u n a t e l y 

she did not h e a r m e . Did 1 sav t ak ing t andv f r o m babies? 
R a t h e r , e a t i n g babies , killing babies , a b a n d o n i n g babies. So 
sad, so easy. 

S o m e t h i n g is c h a n g i n g within me . Did I m e n t i o n my de-
m o n ? It goes to s leep;)! its post s o m e t i m e s , but it was back now 
and now I d idn ' t m i n d it; w h e n we got u p f o r desser t a n d 
c o f f e e in the living r o o m (and t h e n the s c reened - in back 
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p o r c h , f o r it was a h o t n i g h t a n d e v e r y b o d y was sw e a t i n g f r o m 
h a v i n g e a t e n so m u c h ) I d e c i d e d I l iked my d e m o n . It has 
possibilities. C o n s c i e n t i o u s clawlets o u t , a- ler t a n d a -ware , 
p rowidy , p r o w l d y , w o m a n ' s best f r i e n d . M a y b e I was a little 
d r u n k rrivself. S o m e t h i n g in t h e back of my m i n d kept c o m i n g 
u p insis tent ly a n d I k e p t irr i tated]}' s h o v i n g it away; I d o n ' t 
want to t h i n k of t ha t now. Did you k n o w tha t t h e Libera l is a 
tall, a th le t ic t y p e with e v e r y t h i n g e x c e p t a s t r a igh t b a c k b o n e 
a n d t h e o r i g i n a l H a r t y h a r is g i n g e r - m o u s t a c h e d , o l d e r , 
s h o r t e r , r e d d e r , a little p l u m p as if h e w e r e g o i n g to b u r s t his 
c lothes , which a r e imi ta t ion Bri t ish? He ' s o n e of t hose aca-
d e m i c m e n w h o imi ta t e Eng l i sh d re s s u n d e r t h e i m p r e s s i o n 
tha t—wel l , I d o n ' t k n o w u n d e r wha t i m p r e s s i o n . It 's idiotic, 
especially in s u m m e r . T h e y ' r e not such b ig deals ; t h e y ' r e just 
fools. O h , I k n o w t h e y ' r e foo ls ; I 've always k n o w n . Stay with 
me , d e m o n . S o m e b o d y s t a r t e d a d iscuss ion a b o u t t h e m a y o r 
we ' re all g o i n g to elect in t h e fall b e c a u s e we ' re politically 
consc ien t ious ( t h o u g h his w i n n i n g ce r t a in ly won ' t c h a n g e my 
life). I was a sked w h a t my polit ics were . 

" M e n s t r u a t i o n , " I said , with a bit of a snar l . 
" O h c o m e , c o m e , c o m e , " says s l i ck-and-suave , "I reallv d o 

apo log ize f o r t ha t , you k n o w . " (But h e n e v e r looks s incere , n o 
m a t t e r wha t h e says; h e always looks g reasv a n d lving.) 

"My poli t ics," said I in a g l o r i o u s b u r s t of idiot d e m o n h o o d , 
" a n d tha t of every o t h e r w o m a n in this r o o m , is wai l ing to see 
what you m e n a r e g o i n g to infl ict on us nex t . T h a t ' s mv 
politics." 

"Well , you can ' t get a l o n g wi thou t us, now can vou?" savs 
piggy, with 'a little c o m p l a c e n t chuck le . T h i s is mv cue to back 
o f f f a s t - f a s t - f a s t — a n d Jean was l ook ing at m e f r o m ins ide t h e 
living r o o m — w a s it w a r n i n g ! ) ? I c o u l d n ' t tell. She was too f a r 
away to be a n y t h i n g but sibylline. I said crossly tha t they could 
all go s tuff t h e m s e l v e s in to f i s h Lake ; it w o u l d be a grea t relief 
to me . 

H e twink led at m e . " D i s a p p o i n t e d in love." he said. 
1 think he though! that I thought that he thought that I thought I was 

flirting. T h i s is u n b e a r a b l e . I 'm absolu te ly p a r a l y z e d . 
"I can see tha t you like sp i r i t ed wenches . " said t h e o b e d i e n t 

p u p p e t w h o lives ins ide m e . 
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Eve rybody r o a r e d app rec i a t i ve ly . 
" W h a t you d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d , " said o u r f a k e B r i t o n (why d o 

they always say this?) "is tha t I 'm not aga ins t t h e w o m e n ' s 
l ibera t ion m o v e m e n t . I bel ieve in e q u a l pay f o r e q u a l w o r k . 
But sure ly you ladies d o n ' t n e e d equa l i ty w h e n you can w r a p 
us a r o u n d v o u r little f i n g e r s , n o w d o you?" 

T h e Libera l was l o o k i n g at m e with his eyes s h i n i n g , as if I 
we re g o i n g to s t a n d u p a n d s ing Die Walk i i r e . Af t e r w a r d s h e 
will c o m e u p to m e a n d say in a i>m' low voice t ha t h e t h i n k s 1 
was very b rave . 

Leave rue a l o n e , " I said l eaden ly . I s h o u l d n e v e r h a v e 
s t a r t ed . 

" A h , bu t tha t ' s j u s t wha t we d o n ' t w a n t to d o ! " c r i ed p iggy . 
" W e love you . W h a t b o t h e r s us is tha t y o u ' r e so oversens i t ive , 
so h u m o r l e s s , of c o u r s e tha t ' s t h e luna t ic f r i n g e of t h e m o v e -
m e n t — I bet you t h o u g h t I d i d n ' t k n o w a n y t h i n g a b o u t t h e 
m o v e m e n t , d i d n ' t y o u ! — b u t ser iously , you 've got to a d m i t 
tha t w o m e n h a v e f r e e choice . Mos t w o m e n d o exact ly wha t 
thev wan t . " 

" j u s t t h i n k , " said s o m e o n e e lse , " h o w m u c h g o o d t h e 
w o m e n of this c o m m u n i t y h a v e d o n e lobby ing f o r a n e w 
school ." 

T h e d e m o n got u p . T h e d e m o n said Fool . T o t h i n k vou can 
eat the i r f o o d a n d no t talk to t h e m . T o t h i n k you can t ake t he i r 
m o n e y a n d not be a f r a i d of t h e m . T o t h i n k vou can d e p e n d on 
the i r c o m p a n y a n d no t suf f e r f r o m t h e m . 

Well, of c o u r s e , you can ' t expec t p e o p l e to r e a r r a n g e t he i r 
m i n d s in five m i n u t e s . A n d I 'm no t g o o d at this. A n d I don ' t 
want to d o it. It 's a b o r e , anyway . U n f o r t u n a t e l y I k n o w what 
will h a p p e n if we k e e p o n ; I'll say tha t if we a r e g o i n g to talk 
a b o u t t he se th ings , let us p lease talk abou t t h e m ser iously a n d 
o u r f a k e Br i t i she r will sav- t ha t h e alwavs takes p r e t t y girls 
ser iously a n d t h e n I'll sav W h y d o n ' t you cut off y o u r testicles 
a n d shove t h e m d o w n y o u r t h r o a t ? a n d t h e n I'll lose mv job 
a n d t h e n I'll c o m m i t su ic ide . I o n c e hit a m a n with a b o o k but 
that was at a feminis t m e e t i n g a n d anvwav I d i d n ' t hit h im 
really, because h e d o d g e d . I have n e v e r l e a r n e d the f e m i n i n e 
way of c u t t i n g a m a n d o w n to s i /e , a l t h o u g h I can i m a g i n e how 
to d o it. but t r u t h to tell, tha t wou ld go against what I bel ieve. 



32 / J o a n n a Russ 

tha t m e n m u s t live u p to s u c h a w f u l th ings . 
Dead si lence. E v e r y b o d y ' s wai t ing . W h a t d o you d o a f t e r 

you blow u p , ni twit? I c o u l d a l r e a d y h e a r t h e m twi t t e r ing , 
" D i d n ' t you not ice? She ' s u n b a l a n c e d . " T h e r e ' s a so lu t ion to 
this p r o b l e m . T h e so lu t ion is to b e d e f e a t e d ove r a n d ove r a n d 
over aga in , to always give in; if you always give in (g racefu l ly ) 
t h e n y o u ' r e a w o n d e r f u l girl . I a m te r r ib ly u n h a p p y . I smi led 
a n d got u p , a n d I m a d e my way o u t in t h a t ghas t ly way you 
m u s t a f t e r a d e f e a t , whi le P iggy-br i t said s o m e t h i n g o r o t h e r 
which I d i d n ' t even h e a r , t h a n k G o d . Like b e i n g e igh t aga in 
on t h e p l a y g r o u n d ; I will not let t h e m see m e cry. 1 walked 
t h r o u g h t h e l iving r o o m a n d o u t t h e f r o n t d o o r ; a f t e r all, I can 
go back in a n o t h e r t w e n t y m i n u t e s . I can ask to h e l p J e a n in 
t h e k i t chen , to avo id all t h o s e o t h e r s . My m o t h e r u s e d to tell 
m e n o t to h u r t p e o p l e ' s f ee l ings , b u t w h a t d o you d o if t hey 
h u r t yours? Bu t it's m y o w n f au l t . T h e wors t t h i n g is t ha t you 
can ' t kill t ha t k i n d of m a n ; I i m a g i n e d very vividly h i t t i ng h i m 
with a p la te o r t h e p u n c h b o w l . T h e n I i m a g i n e d pu l l i ng his 
e a r o f f with my fist . I cal led h i m a s h i t - h e a d a n d a s t u p i d , f i l thy 
pr ick . I k n o c k e d h i m d o w n . A f t e r I h a d sor t -o f hit t h e m a n 
with t h e b o o k , I h a d t r e m b l e d all d a y a n d c r ied . You can ' t kill 
t h e m ; they g r o w u p aga in in y o u r n i g h t m a r e s like vines. I 
t h o u g h t I w o u l d feel b e t t e r if I s t e p p e d o u t o n t h e lawn a n d 
smel led t h e g o o d n i g h t a i r , which d o e s n ' t c a r e t ha t I 'm crazy. 
S o m e w h e r e t h e r e is a b o o k t h a t says you o u g h t to cry bucke t s 
of tears ove r you r se l f a n d love you r se l f wi th a pass ion a n d 
w r a p y o u r a r m s a r o u n d y o u r s e l f ; on ly t h e n will you be h a p p y 
a n d f r e e . T h a t ' s a g o o d b o o k . I s tood i n h a l i n g t h e scent of t h e 
e v e r - b l o o m i n g roses o n t h e c o r n e r o f t h e lawn a n d t h i n k i n g 
tha t I was f e e l i n g b e t t e r a l r e a d y . G o d , h a d I b e e n a liar w h e n 
I 'd said we o u g h t to j u d g e p e o p l e as ind iv idua l s? Of c o u r s e 
not ! I 'd h a d a b a d ana lys t—wel l , t h e r e ' s n o g u a r a n t e e . I 'd h a d 
a nice, crazy, b r u i s e d h u s b a n d . Well , h e ' d h a d a bad family . 
There ' s 110 r e a s o n to s p e n d t i m e with p e o p l e you d o n ' t like. 

J e a n d o e s n ' t like h e r f a t h e r ' s f r i e n d s , e i t h e r (he r m o t h e r is 
very qu ie t a n d doesn ' t in i t ia te social t h i n g s m u c h ) . I said to my 
d e m o n that t h e r e a r e , a f t e r all, nice p e o p l e a n d nas tv p e o p l e , 
a n d t h e art of life is to cu l t iva te t h e f o r m e r a n d avoid t h e 
lat ter . That not all m e n a r e p iggy, onlv s o m e ; t ha t no t all m e n 



Oil S t r i ke Aga ins t G o d / 33 

beli t t le m e , on ly s o m e ; tha t n o t all m e n ge t m a d if you won ' t let 
t h e m play Chiva l ry , on ly s o m e ; t h a t n o t all m e n wr i te books in 
which w o m e n a r e idiots , on ly mos t ; t h a t no t all m e n pul l r a n k 
on me , only s o m e ; t h a t n o t all m e n p i n c h the i r secre ta r ies ' 
asses, on ly s o m e ; t h a t no t all m e n m a k e o b s c e n e r e m a r k s to m e 
in t h e s t ree t , on ly s o m e ; t ha t n o t all m e n m a k e m o r e m o n e y 
t h a n I d o , only s o m e ; t h a t n o t all m e n m a k e m o r e m o n e y t h a n 
all w o m e n , on ly m o s t ; t ha t n o t all m e n a r e rapis ts , only s o m e ; 
tha t no t all m e n a r e p r o m i s c u o u s kil lers, on ly s o m e ; t ha t n o t 
all m e n c o n t r o l C o n g r e s s , t h e P r e s i d e n c y , t h e po l i ce , t h e 
a r m y , i n d u s t r y , a g r i c u l t u r e , law, science, m e d i c i n e , a rch i t ec -
t u r e , a n d local g o v e r n m e n t , on ly s o m e . 

I sat d o w n o n t h e lawn a n d w e p t . I r o c k e d back a n d f o r t h . 
O n e o f t h o s e a w f u l d r u n k d o w n s . ( O n l y I was s o b e r . ) I 
w o u l d n ' t m i n d l iving in a p r i v a t e w o r l d a n d on ly s ee ing m y 
w o m e n f r i e n d s , b u t all m y w o m e n f r i e n d s live in t h e m i d d l e of 
a k i n d of e n d l e s s s o a p o p e r a : d o e s h e love m e , d o e s h e like m e , 
why d i d h e say t ha t , w h a t d i d h e m e a n , h e d i d n ' t call m e , I 
wan t a p e r m a n e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p b u t h e says we s h o u l d n ' t c o m -
mit ourse lves , his f ee l ings a r e c h a n g i n g t o w a r d s m e , o u g h t I to 
s leep with h i m , wha t d id h e m e a n by tha t , sex is g e t t i n g worse , 
sex is g e t t i n g b e t t e r , d o you t h i n k he ' s u n s t a b l e , I ' m d e m a n d -
ing too m u c h , I d o n ' t t h i n k I 'm sa t i s fy ing his n e e d s , h e says h e 
has to w o r k — c r i s i s a f t e r crisis a n d n o n e of it l e a d i n g any-
w h e r e , r o u n d a n d r o u n d unt i l it w o u l d e x a s p e r a t e a sa int a n d 
it's n o w o n d e r t h e i r m e n leave t h e m . It 's so u n u t t e r a b l y b o r -
ing. I c a n n o t ge t in to this s w a m p o r I will n e v e r get o u t ; a n d if 
I s tar t c r y i n g aga in I'll r e m e m b e r t ha t I have n o o n e to love, 
a n d if a n y o n e t r ea t s m e like t ha t a g a i n , I'll kill h im . O n l y I 
m u s t n ' t b e c a u s e they' l l p u n i s h m e . C e r t a i n s o r r o w s h a v e a 
chill u n d e r t h e m , a w a r n i n g - o f f f r o m s o m e t h i n g m u c h w o r s e 
t ha t tells you y o u ' d b e t t e r leave ce r t a in t h i n g s u n e x p l o r e d a n d 
u n e x p l a i n e d , a n d it w o u l d b e best o f all if you c o u l d n ' t see it, if 
you w e r e b l ind . Bu t h o w d o you b l ind vot i rself o n c e vou see 
e n o u g h to k n o w tha t vou o u g h t to b l ind votirself ? 

It was at this p o i n t tha t I h e a r d b e h i n d m e a f o r m a l , bal-
anced s e n t e n c e , an Ivy C o m p t o n - B u r n e t t s e n t e n c e , h a n g i n g 
in the air in f r o n t o f t h e h o u s e . T h e k i n d o f t h i n g wr i t t en in 
le t ters of f i r e ov e r t h e p o r t a l s of t h e A t r e i d a e . Such l a n g u a g e ! 



34 / J o a n n a Russ 

It was in J e a n ' s voice. It was e l e g a n t , ca lm, a n d very loud . T h e 
w o r d s " s tup id p r i c k " r e c u r r e d several t imes. 

She c a m e u p b e h i n d m e in a g r e a t r u s h a n d f l u n g h e r a r m s 
a b o u t m e . It o c c u r r e d to m e tha t a l t h o u g h we 'd s h a k e n h a n d s 
a n d m a d e t h o s e r a t h e r f o r m a l , r i tua l ized cheek-k iss ings t ha t 
o n e does , o t h e r w i s e we 'd n e v e r t o u c h e d b e f o r e . It was a bit 
s ta r t l ing . Also she ' s b i g g e r t h a n I a m . 

" O h you g o o d gir l !" she c r i ed . " O h you s p l e n d i d g o o d gir l!" 
S h e a d d e d , m o r e c o n v e r s a t i o n a l l y , " D i d you h e a r w h a t I 
said?" 

" B u t y o u r m o t h e r — " I sa id . " Y o u r f a t h e r — " 
" T h a t ! " said this u n b e l i e v i n g Valkyr ie with sco rn , a n d h u g -

g ing m e as if I h a d ac ted like a h e r o i n e , which you a n d I k n o w 
I mos t cer ta in ly h a d no t . " L o o k , Es the r , I d o n ' t have to c o m e 
h e r e . If t hey w a n t to k e e p u p the fami ly p r i d e by h a v i n g m e 
visit o n c e in a whi le , they t r ea t m e r igh t . O t h e r w i s e I sta) 
away." S h e l a u g h e d . 

"A secre t ally," I said. 
" O h , " she said, "vou s h o u l d h a v e seen the i r faces w h e n I 

told t h e m you w e r e r i gh t ! " 
H e r last w o r d s , she said, b e f o r e she h a d i n f o r m e d the who le 

c o m p a n y tha t t hey w e r e a b u n c h of cowards . ("You d o n ' t 
k n o w t h e e f f e c t t ha t ha s o n t h e l iberal types ," she a d d e d , 
m a k i n g a face.) J e a n is an a r i s toc ra t w h o believes in g o o d 
p e o p l e a n d b a d p e o p l e (most ly t h e la t ter ) bu t no t in class 
w a r f a r e ; I r e m i n d e d h e r of this. 

"Exact ly ," she said c o m f o r t a b l y . " T h e y ' r e bad . T h e y de-
serve to be told so. Bes ides , I a l r e a d v have my money f o r nex t 
year . My last yea r . " 

"You can c o p e a n d I can ' t , " I said. I ' hen I said, "I t h o u g h t 
you w e r e n ' t a f emin i s t . No t real ly ." 

" I ' m no t , " said Jean , s q u a t t i n g on t h e lawn a n d smi l ing at 
me. " I ' m a me-is t ." 

"Let us ," she a d d e d , with a look at t h e h o u s e a n d in a t o n e of 
p r o f o u n d d isgus t , "go s o m e w h e r e else, f o r heaven ' s sake." 

W e went to J o e ' s a n d h a d a b e e r a n d F r e n c h fr ies , s i t t ing so 
we d idn ' t have to face the television set direct ly . It went f r o m a 
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W e s t e r n to a hockey g a m e to a fight. T h e n O l g a k o r b t u , t h e 
Russ ian g y m n a s t w h o is only 4 ' 10" h i g h , c a m e o n a n d s t a r t ed 
d o i n g beaut if ul a n d imposs ib le back-f l ips ; but just t h e n o n e of 
the m e n f r o m J e a n ' s c o - o p w a v e d to us a n d c a m e over . H e 
b e g a n t a lk ing ea rnes t l y a b o u t J e a n ' s c o m m i t m e n t to social 
r evo lu t ion a n d J e a n said lightly, " O h , y o u ' d be a m a z e d at t h e 
n u m b e r of t h i n g s I ' m n o t c o m m i t t e d to , " b u t h e wasn ' t g o i n g 
to t ake it as a j o k e — w h i c h ( u n f o r t u n a t e l y ) r e m i n d s m e of all 
t he c i r c u m s t a n c e s u n d e r which I have b e h a v e d in exact ly t h e 
s a m e way. H e said a g a i n t ha t h e h a d n ' t s een a n y e v i d e n c e of 
J e a n ' s b e i n g politically c o m m i t t e d , a n d she sa id fu r i ous ly tha t 
t he n e x t t ime she c a m e o u t o f t h e l ib rary with a f i f t e e n - p o u n d 
f o r e i g n - l a n g u a g e d i c t i ona ry , she ' d d r o p h e r c o m m i t m e n t on 
his foo t . H e said, " Y o u ' r e se l f i sh ." ( S o m e of t h e t h i n g s J e a n is 
no t en t i re ly c o m m i t t e d to in his o p i n i o n : C o m m u n i s m , Th i rd 
W o r l d peop les , t h e w o r k e r s , eco logy, a n d o r g a n i c f o o d s . The 
o n e t h i n g she is abso lu te ly n o t c o m m i t t e d to: whi te m i d d l e -
class y o u n g m e n w h o suf fe r . ) 

I g a t h e r e d X's s h i r t - f r o n t in o n e h a n d a n d b r o u g h t us n o s e 
to nose . O h I h a d cool! I said t h e fo l lowing , which I a m g o i n g 
to q u o t e you in ful l b e c a u s e I a m p r o u d of it, ve rv p r o u d of it 
i n d e e d , a n d it e m b a r r a s s e d h i m . Radicals s h o u l d n ' t be e m b a r -
rassed . It wen t like this : 

"You a radica l? Bul lshi t . Radica l s a r e p e o p l e w h o f i g h t t he i r 
own o p p r e s s i o n . P e o p l e w h o f igh t o t h e r p e o p l e ' s o p p r e s s i o n 
a r e l iberals o r worse . Radica l i sm is b e i n g p u s h e d to t h e wall. 
W o u l d you d a r e to tell S a w y e r " (a Black a c q u a i n t a n c e of his) 
" tha t he 's self ish because he ' s c o m m i t t e d to h imse l f ? Yet vou 
tell us. Do you d a r e to tell a little c o u n t r y with b o m b s b e i n g 
d r o p p e d on it tha t it's se l f ish? Yet you d a r e to tell us. Y o u ' r e 
whi te , male , a n d m i d d l e - c l a s s — w h a t can vou d o f o r the revo-
lut ion excep t c o m m i t su ic ide? W h e n t h e s h a r k s start swim-
m i n g a r o u n d o u r r a f t , you'rc g o n n a get D a d d v to s e n d a 
he l i cop te r f o r you ; v o u c o u l d shave v o u r b e a r d a n d cut y o u r 
ha i r a n d in f ive m i n u t e s g o r ight back to t h e e n e m v . C a n Jean 
cut o f f h e r b reas t s? Don ' t sav it, p u r e soul . You a r evo lu t i on -
ary! Yon just want to p u r g e v o u r sins. If v o u ' r e still a r evo lu -
t ionary in ten vears I'll eat this t ab lec lo th . " 

Isn't that s t u n n i n g ? (Even if it wasn' t i/uilc as g o o d as that . ) 



;if) / Joanna Russ 

T h e n I a d d e d , f o r t h e p o o r t h i n g looked as if it m igh t speak , 
" N o , d o n ' t say it. G o away g r a c e f u l l y . A n y t h i n g e i t h e r of us 
does now is b o u n d to be e m b a r r a s s i n g . " 

H e said t ha t h e we c o u l d n ' t m a k e h i m leave because h e had 
a r igh t to be t h e r e , so I said we'd leave, bu t on second t h o u g h t 
we d i d n ' t wan t to leave, so h e ' d b e t t e r go because if h e d idn ' t I 
cou ld d o all sor t s o f u n p l e a s a n t t h ings , like s h o u t i n g in my 
t r a i n e d t e a c h e r - v o i c e ( c u r r e n t s u b u r b a n c h i l d r e n can ' t speak 
above a wh i spe r ) , o r w r i n g i n g his n o s e (which h u r t s awfu l ly 
a n d looks silly in to t h e b a r g a i n ) , o r y a n k i n g at his ea rs , o r 
t h r o w i n g w a t e r all o v e r h im , o r h i t t i ng h i m , which I m i g h t not 
be g o o d at b u t o h , w o u l d it be e m b a r r a s s i n g . H e got t ip. 

" N o , " I said ser ious ly . "Don ' t say it. T h i n k aga in . " 
H e w e n t away. 
I felt so r ry f o r h i m . It 's t h a t t e n d e r , h u m a n e c o m p a s s i o n 

you feel r i g h t a f t e r you 've b e a t e n t h e abso lu t e shit ou t of 
s o m e b o d y . I s u p p o s e if h e feels so b a d s o m e b o d y m u s t be 
d o i n g something to h i m , b u t this , of c o u r s e , is exact I v what out-
walk ing J e s u s Chr i s t s n e v e r a d m i t . I cou ld have m e n t i o n e d 
this is m y m a g n i f i c e n t r h e t o r i c a l p e r f o r m a n c e , bu t it's a fact I 
cleverly c o n c e a l e d o u t of s h e e r br i l l iance . 

W h y d o e s Jean look n o w as I l ooked b e f o r e ? W h y d id I look 
t h e n as s h e looks n o w ? 

" Jean , d e a r , " said I, "tell m e a b o u t G o d , " f o r re l ig ion is t h e 
o n e t h i n g we real ly have in c o m m o n . J e a n ' s re l ig ion is this: 
tha t s o m e w h e r e (or r a t h e r , e v e r y w h e r e ) in t h e u n i v e r s e t h e r e 
is a f o u r t h d i m e n s i o n , a n d tha t d i m e n s i o n is t h e d i m e n s i o n of 
l a u g h t e r . Esk imos , f i n d i n g t h e m s e l v e s s tuck in a bl izzard f o r 
t h e fif th day , food les s , on a p iece o f ice insecure ly f a s t e n e d to 
the m a i n l a n d , b u r s t o u t l a u g h i n g w h e n that p iece of ice finally 
m o v e s o u t to sea , t h u s d o o m i n g t h e m ( t h e E s k i m o s o r 
w h o e v e r they really a re ) to a slow, p a i n f u l , a n d h o r r i b l e d e a t h . 
T h e y l augh b e c a u s e it's f u n n y ; Jean a n d I u n d e r s t a n d tha t . 
O n t h e Day o f j u d g m e n t , Jean says, w h e n we all file past G o d 
to be j u d g e d , H e will lean d o w n a n d w h i s p e r in to o u r ea r s t h e 
ul t imate ly a w f u l joke, t h e ghas t ly t r u t h , s o m e t h i n g so t r u e a n d 
yet so h u m i l i a t i n g , so h u m i l i a t i n g a n d vet so f u n n y , tha t we 
will g r o a n a n d rock back a n d f o r t h a n d b lush d o w n to t h e 
b o n e . "I'll n e v e r d o it a g a i n . " (we'll say) " n e v e r , neve r . O h , I 
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feel a w f u l . " T h e n they' l l let you in to H e a v e n . T h e r e will be 
l ong lines of s i n n e r s g igg l ing a n d s n u r f i n g a n d b e n d i n g d o u -
ble with s h a m e . 

" W h a t will Ch r i s t d o d u r i n g all th is?" I said. 
J e a n said C h r i s t was a l iberal a n d w o u l d s t a n d a r o u n d 

l o o k i n g sor t of u p s e t a n d he lp less , saying, " O h , D a d , d o n ' t . " 
I 've t a lked of G o d as She . P e r h a p s it's t h e H e - G o d w h o 

r e p e a t s t h e j o k e . T h e S h e - G o d is t h e joke. 
Bu t J e a n h a d a t o o t h a c h e , a m e n t a l t o o t h a c h e . S h e d i d n ' t 

w a n t to stay. It 's a d r e a r ) ' sub jec t , w h o m you o u t r a n k a n d w h o 
o u t r a n k s you , a n d I pul l r a n k 011 h i m a n d she pul ls r a n k o n 
t h e m , a n d this p l a n e leaves f o r B e r g e n - B e l s e n in fif t een min -
utes , no t t ha t we real ly m u r d e r each o t h e r , H e a v e n s to Betsy, 
no , no t yet. 

Jean d i d n ' t like J o e ' s a n y m o r e . 
L e a n i n g h e r silly, b e a u t i f u l , d r u n k e n h e a d o n m v s h o u l d e r , 

she said, " O h , E s t h e r , I d o n ' t w a n t to b e a f emin i s t . I d o n ' t 
en joy it. It 's n o f u n . " 

"I k n o w , " I said. "I d o n ' t e i t h e r . " P e o p l e t h i n k vou decide to 
be a " rad ica l , " f o r G o d ' s sake , l ike d e c i d i n g to be a l i b ra r i an o r 
a ship's c h a n d l e r . You " m a k e u p y o u r m i n d , " you " c o m m i t 
y o u r s e l f " ( s o u n d s like a m e n t a l hosp i t a l , d o e s n ' t it?). 

I said Don ' t w o r r y , we cou ld be b u r i e d t o g e t h e r a n d h a v e 
e n g r a v e d on o u r t o m b s t o n e t h e a w f u l t r u t h , wh ich s o m e d a y 
s o m e b o d y will u n d e r s t a n d : 

W E W U Z P U S H E D . 

M a n y years ago , w h e n I t h o u g h t t h e r e was 110 f u t u r e in 
b e i n g a w o m a n , I a w o k e f r o m a very b a d d r e a m a n d w e n t in to 
the b a t h r o o m , on ly to f i n d tha t I h a d just got mv p e r i o d . I was 
living in a small N e w Y o r k a p a r t m e n t t h e n , so t h e r e was ba re ly 
r o o m f o r m e in t h e b a t h r o o m , what wi th t h e s tock ings h u n g 
over t h e ra i l ing of t h e b a t h t u b a n d t h e e x t r a towels h a n g i n g 
on t h e h o o k s I 'd p o u n d e d i n to t h e wall mvsel f . I s t a r ed at tha t 
h a g g a r d 2 A .M. face in t h e m i r r o r a n d h a d an ( i m a g i n a r y ) 
c o n v e r s a t i o n with my u t e r u s . You mus t i m a g i n e mv u t e r u s as 
b e i n g very m a t t e r - o f - f a c t a n d d o w n - t o - e a r t h a n d s p e a k i n g 
with a B r o o k l y n accent (I g r e w u p t h e r e ) . 



38 / J o a n n a Russ 

L I T T L E V O I C E F R O M D O W N B E L O W : Look , I 'm not 
d o i n g a n y t h i n g . W h a d d a y a w a n t f r o m m e anyway? 

I lit a c iga re t t e f r o m t h e pack I k e p t o n t o p of t h e toilet t ank . 
(I u sed to s m o k e a lot in t h o s e days.) 

L I T T L E V O I C E : If y o u ' r e m u c k e d u p in t h e h e a d , tha t ' s 
no t my fau l t . I 'm j u s t d o i n g t h e s p r i n g c l ean ing . You c lean o u t 
t h e a p a r t m e n t o n c e a week , r i gh t? So I 'm d o i n g it o n c e a 
m o n t h . If you w a n n a b e f er t i le , t h e r e ' s ce r t a in ways you go t t a 
pay. It 's like i n c o m e tax. D o n ' t b l a m e m e . 

Silence. I s m o k e d a n d b r o o d e d . 
L I T T L E V O I C E : I w a n t a ho t w a t e r bot t le . 
So I go t t h e sens ib le little t h i n g its ho t w a t e r bot t le , a n d I 

went back to b e d a n d fell a s leep . 

I a c c o m p a n i e d J e a n f o r days , l o o k i n g s ideways at h e r a n d 
a d m i r i n g h e r r o m a n t i c p r o f i l e , h e r k e e n eyes, t h e la rge , f ake , 
r a i l r o a d - e n g i n e e r ' s c a p she w o r e in imi ta t ion of a f a m o u s 
F r e n c h m o v i e s ta r in a f a m o u s F r e n c h movie . I fo l lowed my 
s h i e l d - m a i d e n all o v e r c a m p u s as we r a m b l e d t h r o u g h l ibrar-
ies a n d g a r d e n s . I w a n t e d to o p e n d o o r s f o r h e r . I d o t h i n k 
J e a n is o n e of t h e seven w o n d e r s of t h e wor ld . My s h r i n k o n c e 
told m e tha t I w o u l d s t o p e n v y i n g a n d r e s e n t i n g m e n w h e n I 
h a d m a d e a sa t i s fac to ry h e t e r o s e x u a l a d j u s t m e n t , bu t I t h i n k 
h e got it b a c k w a r d s . W e h a d a n a w f u l f i gh t a b o u t it. J e a n a n d I 
sat in t h e h i d d e n g a r d e n b e h i n d t h e a r t m u s e u m a n d told each 
o t h e r h o r r o r s tor ies . 

" . . . a n d , as a n y c o n n o i s s e u r of t h e subjec t m i g h t imag ine , a 
d i s e m b o d i e d H a n d c a m e c r e e p i n g r o u n d t h e b e d - c u r t a i n s 
like a l a rge , u n c o m f o r t a b l e s p i d e r . Lady Letit ia s c r e a m e d — " 

" — a n d s c r e a m e d — " (said I). 
" — a n d s c r e a m e d — b u t n o t very loud because 1 h a v e to 

f inish t h e s tory. T h e Earl , a w a k e n e d by he k n e w not what 
fo rmless b o d i n g s , s t u m b l e d out of his r o o m a n d d o w n the 
g r e a t s t a i r case—" 

" — b u t qu ie t ly , because you d o n ' t want to wake a n y o n e else 

" — w h e r e h e was f o u n t ! d e a d t h e next m o r n i n g , a look of 
nameless t e r r o r s t a m p e d u p o n his p e r f e c t Brit ish f eat tires. 
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Meanwhi l e , back in t h e p a n t r y , a s l i the r ing , r u g o s e t en tac le 
inves t iga ted r a n k s u p o n r a n k s of je l ly- jars . C o u l d t h e pet 
o c t o p u s have got loose? Alas, it s e e m e d not likely s i nce—" 

O h , t h e n u m b e r s a n d n u m b e r s of s l i the r ing , r u g o s e t en ta -
cles I 've m e t in my t ime! A n d t h e s q u a m o u s a b o m i n a t i o n s a n d 
nameles s c r av ings f r o m b e y o n d t h e s tars a n d a c c u r s e d h e a p s 
of sl ime in a n c i e n t , foe t id cel lars , a n d t h e o p e n e d c ryp t s lit bv 
hellishly s m o k i n g t o r c h e s w h o s e filthy p u n k ( that ' s w o o d , 
l u n k h e a d ) give o u t a n o d o r of t h e c h a r n e l h o u s e whilst suc-
cubi vanish in to m o u s e h o l e s in t h e f o u r t h d i m e n s i o n ( located 
in old N e w E n g l a n d attics) a n d s t r a n g e f i g u r e s c e l e b r a t e blas-
p h e m o u s r i tes with u n s p e a k a b l e bowl ings a n d s h o c k i n g sacri-
f i c e s t o n a m e l e s s e i d o l o n s o f h i d e o u s b a s a l t m o u n t e d 
o n . . . w e l l , o n S i n g e r s ewing m a c h i n e s , I s u p p o s e . A n d m y 
eyel ids sink in a l u x u r i o u s , lovely d r o o p . W h y a r e h o r r o r s 
always name le s s? Does tha t m a k e t h e m worse? It ce r ta in ly 
p u t s you to s leep f a s t e r . T h e n a m e s t h i n g s d o have to p u t u p 
with s o m e t i m e s — f o r i n s t ance this sec re t g a r d e n ( h i d d e n be-
h i n d t h e old m u s e u m , which was s o m e t ru s t ee ' s m a n s i o n in 
1875) is cal led t h e Emily M. M a p l e s o n P l a n t i n g a f t e r t h e lady 
w h o left it as a b e q u e s t to o u r ins t i tu t ion . P o o r w o m a n ! I 
wou ld have cal led it Emily 's G a r d e n . F o r s o m e r e a s o n every 
f lower in it is whi te ; at d i f f e r e n t t imes of t h e yea r d i f f e r e n t 
whi te b l o o m s a r e p o t t e d in ( t h o u g h I 've n e v e r c a u g h t a n y o n e 
d o i n g it; p e r h a p s Ms. M a p l e s o n e n d o w e d it with elves, too) . 
Emily's G a r d e n is c o m p l e t e l y h i d d e n f r o m t h e o u t s i d e view by 
a d e n s e s t a n d of e v e r g r e e n s ; i n s ide a r e two s t o n e b e n c h e s , a n d 
in the m i d d l e of t h e f l o w e r b e d s a p l a q u e with t h e n a m e I 've 
m e n t i o n e d a n d a r a t h e r l u m p i s h b r o n z e f a u n with silly t e e th . 
T h e who le t h i n g is 110 m o r e t h a n f i f t e e n fee t across . At this 
t ime of year , in m i d - A u g u s t , verv little is f l o w e r i n g ; t h e r e ' s a 
lot of g r o u n d c o v e r , small wh i t e b los soms (like Baby ' s -brea t l i 
o r Sweet Wil l iam), with sway ing C o s m o s just ins ide t h e bo r -
d e r s a n d a lot of d i sheve l l ed Ph lox in t h e m i d d l e , s h e d d i n g 
like m a d . S o m e o n e has p u t a few Shas t a daisies (which a r e — 
or l o o k — g r e e n i s h in t h e s h a d e ) b e h i n d t h e benches . It 's not 
vet t i m e f o r t h e A s t e r f a m i l y a n d last w e e k ' s w h i t e 
s n a p d r a g o n s hav e fa i led a n d b e e n t aken awav to m o u r n t h e m -
selves. Late s u m m e r is a d i f f i cu l t t ime f o r g a r d e n s because so 
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little h a p p e n s . J e a n has got to "a t e r r ib l e s l i t he r ing sp lash in 
t h e old at t ic" a n d I tell h e r f o r H e a v e n ' s sake, h o w can you 
splash in an attic? 

" In t h e ce l lar ," s h e says. "Bes ides , t hey k e e p a n old w a s h i n g 
m a c h i n e in t h e at t ic ." He lp l e s s l a u g h t e r f r o m b o t h of us at t h e 
idea of t h e L u r k e r f r o m t h e S t a r s h o b b l i n g a b o u t in t h e family 
l a u n d r y . I ask h e r will s h e f in i sh t h e t h i n g o f f , f o r g o o d n e s s ' 
sake. 

"All r i gh t , a g r e a t n u m b e r o f sho t s r a n g o u t a n d e v e r y o n e 
d r o p p e d d e a d . T h e e n d , " said J e a n . 

It was very qu ie t in Emily 's G a r d e n . F lowers m a k e 110 noise . 
B e a u t i f u l little p l a n t gen i ta l s sway ing in t h e b r e e z e a n d su r -
r o u n d e d by vas t e v e r g r e e n s ; e a r l i e r in t h e y e a r yel low 
h e m l o c k - p o l l e n h a d d r i f t e d 011 to t h e s p r i n g f lowers , t he 
g r o u n d , t h e b e n c h e s . Even t h e n o w - d i s g r a c e d s n a p d r a g o n 
bells m a d e n o noise . I was t r y i n g to conc re t i ze all this "blas-
p h e m o u s , " " r u g o s e , " " n a m e l e s s " s t u f f in t h e p e r s o n o f a 
c l u m p of hys ter ica l P h l o x at m y fee t , each p l a n t l o o k i n g like a 
m a d p r i m a d o n n a : O p h e l i a , p e r h a p s , s c a t t e r i n g u s e d - l o o k i n g 
whi te f l ower s in all d i r ec t i ons . Ph lox b lossoms a r e insecure ly 
f a s t e n e d to t he i r s t ems at best , so t h e f l o w e r - s p i r e always gives 
t h e i m p r e s s i o n of l e t t ing its h a i r clown. Ph lossoms . T h e ph lo -
s s o m i n g Ph lox . T h e p h a n t a s y of t h e p h l o o m s of t h e Ph lox . 

I l o o k e d u p i n to J e a n ' s face , a b o u t to tell h e r a b o u t t h e 
P h l o o m s of t h e Ph lox , b u t I was dazz led . Absolu te ly dazz led . 
All this h a p p e n e d b e f o r e I h a d w o r d s f o r it, b e f o r e I cou ld 
even i d e n t i f y it; I fe l t t h e b low, t h e a s t o n i s h m e n t , t h e th ing - in -
i tself . S o m e t h i n g t r a n s m i t t e d , s o m e t h i n g e n d u r e d wi th a 
gasp . U n s p e a k a b l e . U n n a m e a b l e . 

Elves got y o u r t o n g u e ? said t h e swaying whi t e C o s m o s . 
" R u g o s e ' on ly m e a n s ' r e d , ' " I said to J e a n . 

She a g r e e d . 
It 's all r igh t as l o n g as it's n o n s e n s e , just f an ta sy . I'll u n d e r -

s t and in a m o m e n t . It 's r i d i cu lous to say tha t I 'm in love with 
Jean, because Jean is a w o m a n , a n d bes ides she e x a s p e r a t e s 
m e too m u c h f o r t ha t . I k n o w h e r f a r too well. It 's all f an tasy 
a n d a d m i r a t i o n , just as t h e b l o o m s in Emily M. M a p l e s o n ' s 
P l an t ing a r e not Lucia di L a n n n e r m o o r (a h e r o i n e of t he 
p a t r i a r c h ) w h o went m a d w h e n d e p r i v e d of h e r lover , s t abbed 
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h e r h u s b a n d — w i t h t h e o v e r h a n d , o r o p e r a g r ip , no t t h e 
p r o p e r u n d e r h a n d e d t e n n i s - r a c k e t o n e — a n d d i e d , p r e s u m -
ably f r o m too m a n y h i g h G s ) . H o w can I g iggle a b o u t Lucia 
a n d yet no t be ab le to k e e p my eyes o f f J e a n ? It 's all r i g h t if it 
d o e s n ' t m e a n a n y t h i n g . The m e m o r y of s ee ing h e r b reas t s 
s i l houe t t ed b e n e a t h h e r b l o u s e wen t t h r o u g h m e , w e n t r igh t 
t h r o u g h m e , wi th such a p a n g t h a t t h e h o r i z o n d u c k e d as if I 'd 
t r ied to hi t i t — d u c k e d like a b o x e r whi le I c l u n g to Emily M. 
M a p l e s o n ' s c e m e n t b e n c h b e c a u s e I was fa l l ing d o w n . T h e r e ' s 
n o excuse f o r it. I m u s t m a k e my h e t e r o s e x u a l a d j u s t m e n t , as 
C o u n t D r a c u l a told m e w h e n t o g e t h e r we c h a s e d t h e Big O , 
tha t s q u a m o u s , r u g o s e , s l i thery little m a n with his t e c h n i q u e s 
a n d his sys tems a n d his i n s t r u c t i o n s a b o u t w h a t "wives" d o f o r 
" h u s b a n d s " a n d w h a t " h u s b a n d s " d o to " w i v e s " — w h a t d i d h e 
t h i n k we w e r e d o i n g , r u n n i n g a f t e r love with a b u t t e r f l y ne t? 

It 's all r i gh t if 1 d o n ' t m e a n it. If I n e v e r tell J ean . If I n e v e r 
tell a n y b o d y . If I d o n o t h i n g . 

I a c c e p t e d it o n t h o s e t e r m s . 
W h a t you d o so rd id ly , in cel lars . 
" W h a t ? " said J e a n . It s e e m s tha t I h a d s p o k e n a l o u d . S h e 

t h e n i n f o r m e d m e tha t she h a d a l r e a d v f i n i s h e d tha t silly 
h o r r o r s torv . I d e c i d e d I m u s t b a b b l e o f s o m e t h i n g so t h a t she 
wou ld t h i n k I was b e h a v i n g n o r m a l l y , whi le t h e sun sho t 
a r r o w s t h r o u g h my b o n e s — a l t h o u g h I d o no t look like a t r u c k 
d r i v e r with a duck - t a i l h a i r c u t , d o I ? — w h i l e my sex r a d i a t e d 
lust to t h e p a l m s of my h a n d s , t h e soles of m v fee t , mv lips 
( inside), my c lumsy , e a g e r b reas t s , whi le they r a d i a t e d it back 
to b e t w e e n my legs a n d I very obl ig ingly t h o u g h t I was g o i n g 
to d ie . 

W h a t is lust? 
A p e r m i s s i o n of t h e will. 
Jean b e g a n to talk a b o u t t e n t h - c e n t u r v Ice land ic p r o p e r 

n a m e s — b u t tha t ' s all I h e a r d , f o r she was wa lk ing in f r o n t of 
m e a n d I w a t c h e d h e r t a p e r i n g back fit in to t h e vase of h e r 
b e h i n d as if I 'd n e v e r seen such a mi rac le b e f o r e — w h i c h I 
h a d n ' t , b ecause I swea r on mv f o r e m o t h e r s " b o n e s tha t this is 
t he first t i m e since t h e a g e of twelve tha i I 'd even t h o u g h t of 
such a t h i n g . A n d w h o d o e s n ' t , at twelve? 

C o u n t D r a c u l a told m e I was bloc ked . H e told m e I mus t 
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T r y . H o w to Feel L u s t f u l Aga ins t Y o u r Will. H e n e v e r told m e 
how it goes in waves f r o m y o u r belly u p to y o u r ches t , a n d 
t h e n i n to v o u r h e a d , a n d t h e n d o w n a g a i n ; w h e n I fe l t 
n o t h i n g a b o v e t h e be l ly -bu t ton h e s e e m e d to t h i n k t h a t was A-
O K — t h e L u r k e r in his Att ic was "gen i ta l i n su f f i c i ency , " which 
the ladies s e e m e d p r o n e to (said C o u n t D.), t h e p o o r ladies 
w h o w a n t e d a lot of a l l -over skin con tac t , h e with his screw-
d r i v e r o r p o w e r - l a t h e a p p r o a c h . 

" A r e you s u r e y o u ' r e all r i g h t ? " said mv susp ic ious f r i e n d , 
t u r n i n g a r o u n d a n d f r o w n i n g wi th c o n c e r n . " Y o u look 
f u n n y . " T e l e p a t h y ? T w o can play at tha t g a m e . 

I t o l d h e r I w a s v e r y , v e r y d e p r e s s e d . A b o u t t h e 
s n a p d r a g o n s . 

W e b o t h s c r e a m e d with l a u g h t e r . I t h o u g h t I cou ld risk a 
look at h e r aga in , b l az ing with b e a u t y with h e r Swedish ch in 
a n d h e r b e a u t i f u l b e h i n d , b u t aga in it h a p p e n e d : t h e p a n g , 
t he blow, t h e a s t o n i s h m e n t . 

W h y , o h why d i d n ' t a n y o n e tell m e ? 
" J e a n , " I said, t o t t e r i n g at my o w n d a r i n g (but 1 won ' t tell 

he r , oh no , no t in a mil l ion vears) , " d o vou t h i n k o n e o u g h t to 
go to b e d with o n e ' s f r i e n d s ? " S h e looked at m e with h e r w n 
l o o k — b e a u t i f u l , of c o u r s e , f o r e v e r y t h i n g my f r i e n d J e a n 
does is b e a u t i f u l . A n d in te l l igen t . 

"Wi th w h o else?" s h e said dr i ly . " O n e ' s e n e m i e s ? " 

I t r ied to be a g o o d girl , h o n e s t I d id . I looked in the m i r r o r 
a n d told myself I was b a d . (Th i s w o r k e d at t h e age of five, whv 
not now?) Bu t t h e self in t h e m i r r o r loved m e a n d l a u g h e d a n d 
blew kisses. I w e n t a b o u t , c h e e r f u l l y bawl ing p o p u l a r songs in 
a very grace less m a n n e r ; I s a n g "All O f Me, W h y Not "Fake All 
Of Me" a n d "Love Is A M a n y S p l e n d o r e d Thing ." I s ang a bad 
c o u n t r y - a n d - w e s t e r n bal lad with lots of twangy a c c o m p a n i -
m e n t b e t w e e n t h e lines, like this: 

A h hev a n e v e r - e n d i n ' luv f'er vew, (b loing, b loing) 
A n d mal l n e v e r - e n d i n ' luv is t rew. (bloing, b lo ing) 
Ah luv yew so, w h u t kin ah d e w ? ( m o r e bloing) 
Ah hev a n e v e r - e n d i n ' luv f'er vew. (f inal b loing) 

I 'm lean, m o o d y , p r o p h e t i c . I 'm a g i n g well. ( 'That 's what t he 
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m i r r o r tells me. ) I w a n t very m u c h to sit in J e a n ' s lap. C o u n t 
Dracu la a n d I h a v e a l o n g c o n v e r s a t i o n a b o u t wha t is h a p p e n -
ing to m e : 

C O U N T D: N o w , E s t h e r , let us discuss y o u r p e r w e r s i o n . 
ME: Sir, s i r r ah , o b e r - l e u t n a n t , s t u r m b a n n s f e u h r e r , w h e r e -

f o r e is it t ha t you s p e a k with a V iennese -Po l i sh accen t , whilst 
you a r e as A m u r r i c a n - b o r n as you o r I? C o u l d it be tha t you 
have b e e n r e a d i n g too m u c h F r e u d ? 

C O U N T : N o d i w e r s i o n a r y tactics, Miss F r o o d . W e m u s t n i p 
this a b n o r m a l i t y in t h e b u d b e f o r e it f l ower s i n to s o m e t h i n g 
o r b f u l . D o you real ize t h a t y o u r p r e s e n t d a y d r e a m s a n d style 
of life m i g h t lead t o — g a s p ! — L e s b i a n i s m ? 

M E : O h s i r r ah , lee h e e , h a w haw, you jes t . 
C O U N T : I d o no t , i n d e e d . W h a t will you d o w h e n you a r e 

p o i n t e d at by T h e Phal l ic P h i n g e r of Sco rn? W h e n y o u r vile 
secret is e x p o s e d a n d y o u r l a n d l a d y t h r o w s you o u t of h e r 
a p a r t m e n t ? W h e n you lose y o u r j o b ? W h e n rocks a n d s n e e r s 
a r e t h r o w n at you in t h e s t ree t? 

ME: W h o ' s g o i n g to tell t h e m ? Y o u ? I'll bus t vou in t h e 
f angs . 

C O U N T (complacen t ly ) : M o r d r e wol o u t . 
ME (mocking ly ) : G o d will p u n - i s h . 
C O U N T : Bu t ser ious ly , E s t h e r , d o n ' t you real ize t ha t v o u r 

sexual d e s i r e f o r w o m e n is m e r e l y a n o u t p o u r i n g of v o u r 
r e p r e s s e d a n d s u b l i m a t e d d e s i r e f o r M o m m v ? H o w can I 
s t and to t h i n k of m y d e a r little girl , w h o m i g h t have a re-
p re s sed ( a n d t h e r e f o r e n o r m a l ) d e s i r e f o r D a d d v if s h e so 
c h o s e — m i s s i n g o u t o n all t h e g o o d t h i n g s of life? Y o u too 
could h a v e a b a b y — 

M E (aside): Lit t le d o e s h e k n o w tha t I cou ld have a baby 
anyway. 

C O U N T : Y o u cou ld h a v e a h o m e in t h e s u b u r b s , a f l oo r to 
wax, a d e a r h u b b y all y o u r o w n , a w a s h i n g m a c h i n e , a ou i ja 
b o a r d — 

ME (sot to voce): 1 t h i n k I will h a v e a babv. 
C O U N T ( u n h e e d i n g ) : Of c o u r s e I k n o w y o u have an a u t o -

mobi le a l r e a d y , Es the r , bu t t h i n k what an o l d . c h e a p a u t o -
mobi le it is. It 's t h e w r o n g m a k e . You cou ld have a nice, new, 
expens ive a u t o m o b i l e if vou w e r e he te rosexu . i l , especial ly if 
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you were h e t e r o s e x u a l with t h e r i g h t sor t of m a n , i.e. m e n w h o 
have h igh salaries, like s tock e x c h a n g e b r o k e r s . Men m a k e so 
m u c h m o r e m o n e y t h a n w o m e n d o . T h i n k , E s t h e r ! all this a n d 
penis , too. B u t y o u r p r e f e r squa l id , inconclus ive e m b r a c e s in 
b a s e m e n t s , d i s g u s t i n g scenes wi th big, fat , l ow- income w o m e n 
in duckta i l h a i r c u t s — 

ME: W h a t ' s w r o n g with b e i n g big a n d fa t a n d h a v i n g a 
duckta i l h a i r c u t ? W h a t ' s g o o d f o r Mar lon B r a n d o is g o o d f o r 
t h e na t ion! 

C O U N T : Yes, s o u p r e f e r d o i n g t h i n g s like in Esquire o r 
Playboy—only b a c k w a r d s — a l l this ins t ead of m e n d i n g y o u r 
hubby ' s sox a n d s ee ing t h e love s h i n e t h r u his eyes. 

( H e t h i n k s f o r a m i n u t e . T h i s bus iness a b o u t Esquire a n d 
Playboy is obviously no t g e t t i n g to me , p e r h a p s because it has 
n o t h i n g to d o with m e . H e t h i n k s tha t I t h ink tha t h e t h i n k s 
tha t I t h i n k tha t I really do r e a d girlie magaz ines . T h e n h e 
f inds it.) 

C O U N T : Es the r , h a v e I eve r lied to vou? 
ME: Yes. 
C O U N T : T h e n listen to m e now. D o n ' t vou real ize tha t 

y o u r des i r e f o r w o m e n is m e r e l y a r e p r e s s e d a n d s u b l i m a t e d 
des i re f o r m e n ? If you cou ld get m e n , you w o u l d n ' t want 
w o m e n a n d we c o u l d f o r g e t all a b o u t this d r e a d f u l n o n s e n s e . 
Y o u ' r e no t a real h o m o s e x u a l . Real h o m o s e x u a l s have h o r n s . 
Y o u r p s e u d o - h o m o s e x u a l d e s i r e f o r y o u r f r i e n d sp r ings f r o m 
an insist c o m p l e x w h e r e b y t h e g r e a t m o t h e r - f i g u r e s t a n d s at 
t he d o o r w a y of y o u r l ib ido, m a k i n g nasty, nega t ive g e s t u r e s 
a n d w a r n i n g you back f r o m t h e p r o m i s e d l and of y o u r fa-
the r ' s w o m b . 

ME: My f a t h e r ' s — ? 
C O U N T : If only you were able to real ize tha t t h e pen i s is 

equ iva l en t to t h e breast a n d t h e b reas t to the penis , you wou ld 
u n d e r s t a n d tha t t he grea t reali ty of n o r m a l sexual i n t e r c o u r s e 
(which inc ludes fel lat io) lies in its ability to s imu l t aneous ly 
allow the ma le to e x p r e s s his own ma lenes s a n d the f e m a l e to 
possess the male ' s m a l e n e s s t h r o u g h h e r passive recept ivi ty of 
his penis , t h u s t r a n s c e n d i n g h e r o w n recep t iv i ty -o r i en ted pas-
sivity (or pass iv i ty -or ien ted recept ivi ty) a n d f o r the m o m e n t 
m a k i n g t h e two o n e . .And tha t o n e is t h e h u s b a n d . Peop le w h o 
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suck each o t h e r o f f wi th t h e i r m o u t h s o r f i n g e r s a r e e v a d i n g 
this g rea t , p r i m o r d i a l iden t i ty crisis (in which e v e r y b o d y be-
c o m e s male) a n d r e m a i n i n g t he i r sexual ly u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d , 
i r r e spons ib l e , pa tho log ica l ly p l e a s u r e - s e e k i n g selves. H o w d o 
they k n o w wha t k i n d of s h a m p o o to use? W h a t k ind of de -
o d o r a n t ? W h a t co lo r of c o m b ? In such t e r r i b l e cases a ma le 
m i g h t p u t o n a f l o w e r e d B a n d - a i d o r a f e m a l e a sh i r t t ha t 
b u t t o n s f r o m le f t to r i g h t i n s t e a d of f r o m r i g h t to lef t . I m i g h t 
wake u p o n e m o r n i n g a n d f i n d tha t my wife h a d b o u g h t f o r 
my b i r t h d a v a belt wi th dais ies e m b o s s e d u p o n it. T h e heav ens 
wou ld fa l l ! ' 

M E : T h a t is a b e t t e r b i r t h d a v p r e s e n t t h a n s t r y c h n i n e , 
C o u n t D, wh ich o t h e r w i s e y o u r p o o r wi fe m i g h t a s s u r e d l y get 
f o r you . C o u n t D., C o u n t D., I h e r e b y d u b t h e e no t C o u n t 
D r a c u l a bu t C u n t D r a c u l a . C o m e back , o h D., to t h e w o m b , 
c o m e back to t h e h e a d , c o m e back to t h e c u n t a n d f i n g e r s a n d 
fee t which o n c e cal led t h e e f o r t h . Y o u d i e d l o n g a g o in real i ty; 
so w h a t is n o t - m e I h e r e b y re jec t a n d t h r o w o u t with t h e 
weekly g a r b a g e ; w h a t is m e I r e - a p p r o p r i a t e . 

G o awav. 
H I S P A R T I N G S H O T : E s t h e r , you a r e bad ( because you 

d o n ' t l ike m e n ) . 
A h ! tha t ' s a weak spo t . I d o n ' t . But if w h a t I feel f o r Jean is a 

subs t i tu t e , t h e n 1 h a d b e t t e r n e v e r m e e t t h e real t h i n g b e c a u s e 
I wou ld ce r t a in ly d i e f r o m it. As it is, eve ry t i m e I h a v e to w ipe 
myself a f t e r g o i n g to t h e b a t h r o o m I b e n d d o u b l e . Yea r s ago , 
a f t e r o u r g r o u p t h e r a p y t i m e was ove r , we w o u l d go to a cof f e e 
s h o p in t h e East seven t ies of M a n h a t t a n , a distr ict ful l of 
embass ies , of p r i v a t e schools , o f l u x u r y h i g h - r i s e a p a r t m e n t 
bu i ld ings , o n e of t h e mos t e x p e n s i v e n e i g h b o r h o o d s in a n y 
city in t h e w o r l d . H e r e Dr . D. h a d his o f f i ce , d e s p i t e t h e cost 
( fo r which we midd le -c l a s s whi t e p e o p l e pa id , even t h o u g h we 
loa thed wr i t i ng c o p \ f o r ca ta logs o r p u t t i n g ou t i ndus t r i a l 
newsle t te rs ) so eve ry T h u r s d a y n igh t a f t e r t h e p o s t - m o r t e m 
we w o u l d go a n d h a v e "co f f ee ' "—th i s m e a n s h a m b u r g e r s , 
pas t r ies , late d i n n e r s f o r s o m e , w h a t - h a v e - v o u . I l iked these 
g a t h e r i n g s . I d i d n ' t like t h e sessions themse lves ; n o m a t t e r 
h o w they went I d i d n ' t w a n t to be t h e r e . E v e n week t h e 
w o m a n w h o was a f r a i d of s ta i rcases c a m e in to r e p o r t that she 
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had g o n e u p a n d d o w n two s teps o r she h a d n ' t a n d we c o m -
m e n d e d h e r o r b l a m e d h e r ; every week the m a n whose m a r -
r i a g e was b r e a k i n g u p c a m e in a n d to ld us h o w h e was 
" w o r k i n g at t he r e l a t i o n s h i p " a n d we said Good f o r you. A n d 
every week f o r t h r e e years a little voice ins ide m e said Get out of 
here! a l t h o u g h I cou ld neve r exp la in it. I l iked the peop l e . It 
was like tha t book on t h e p o w e r of posit ive t h ink ing : Every day 
in evety way I am getting better and better. T h e r e s e e m e d to be n o 
way to m e a s u r e a n y t h i n g e x c e p t by the book S o m e t i m e s 
p e o p l e in psychoanalys is w e r e real ly c u r e d a n d got n o r m a l — 
a l t h o u g h t h e r e was n o way f o r t h e m to tell w h e n thev were 
n o r m a l , t h e d o c t o r told t h e m , I g u e s s — a n d t h e n ( p r e s u m -
ably) you j u s t s t o p p e d c o m i n g because you M e a s u r e d U p . 
Nowadays " r e l a t i o n s h i p " is a e u p h e m i s m f o r f u c k i n g o r hav-
ing a love a f f a i r , bu t t h e n it m e a n t s o m e t h i n g dif f e r e n t , some-
t h i n g g r im , h a r d , cen t r a l , a n d u n r e w a r d i n g , s o m e t h i n g you 
h a d to d o anyway , w h e t h e r you w a n t e d to o r no t . You h a d to 
work at it. My h u s b a n d , to t h e in tui t ive m a r r o w of his bones , 
knew it was b a d . 

" H o w d o you k n o w w h e n v o u ' r e h a p p y ? " I said once . 
T h e y said impa t i en t ly t ha t they w e r e n ' t t a lk ing a b o u t that 

a n d besides of c o u r s e you knew. T h e d o c t o r a d d e d tha t a bag 
of h e r o i n cou ld m a k e you ecstatically h a p p y , if you w a n t e d to 
f u n c t i o n at such a low level. T h a t s o u n d e d f ine to m e a n d I 
t h o u g h t a b o u t it q u i t e ser iously , b u t in the e n d was sca red 
away by t h e law ( a n d my own i n e x p e r i e n c e ) . 

I l iked t h e c o f f e e s h o p ; tha t was w h e r e we really ta lked . 
O n e n igh t a new p a t i e n t s h o w e d u p : a cu te uglv w o m a n with 

a h u g e h o o k e d nose a n d a r e c e d i n g chin w h o knew (she said) 
that if she 'd only b e e n b o r n b e a u t i f u l , she wou ldn ' t have any 
" p r o b l e m s . " B e a u t y was wha t m a t t e r e d in this wor ld . 

" O h , no , it's not i m p o r t a n t , " we said with o n e vo i ce—imag-
ine, we in o u r h igh heels , nylons , g i rdles , wigs, p a d d e d bras-
sieres, m a k e - u p , false eyelashes , p a i n t e d f ingerna i l s , t i p p e d 
and p e r m a n e n t - w a v e d ha i r , a n d c o s t u m e jewelry! 

1 n e v e r c a m e back. O h not me lodrama t i ca l ly , not like tha t , 
bu t within a few m o n t h s . It was an o d d kind of re l igious ( tilt 
like the F la t -Ea r th p e o p l e o r t h e S h a k e r s ; in a h u n d r e d years 
they will still be s i t t ing a r o u n d the c o f f e e s h o p (it will still be 
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1963, it will still be t h e m o s t e x p e n s i v e p a r t of t he wor ld ) 
wai t ing f o r t h e t o o t h fa i ry to z ap d o w n f r o m t h e cei l ing a n d 
e n d o w t h e m with t h e s u b u r b a n s u b s t i t u t e f o r bliss. Just as t h e 
s u b u r b s a r e a b a d imi ta t ion o f t h e c o u n t r y a n d I a n d mv 
h u s b a n d w e r e b a d imi t a t ions o f — w e l l , w o u l d vou bel ieve 
angels? I d o no t m e a n to m a k e l ight of t h e suf f e r i n g , which 
was real e n o u g h a n d wh ich at least b r o u g h t us all face-to-f ace 
with s o m e t h i n g rea l , w h a t e v e r it was a n d h o w e v e r f r i g h t e n i n g 
it m i g h t h a v e b e e n — b u t o h t h e m u d d l e , t h e mys t i f i ca t ion , t h e 
n o n s e n s e , t h e e a r n e s t n e s s , t h e silliness of t h e w h o l e w r e t c h e d 
bus iness! It was w i t h o u t d ign i ty , c o u r a g e , o r sense . It h e l p e d 
with s o m e t h i n g s — t h e g ros s t h i n g s — i f t h e r e ' d b e e n n o re-
t u r n at all, h o w c o u l d t h e d o c t o r h a v e s tayed in b u s i n e s s ? — 
but all t h e s a m e it r e m i n d s m e of n o t h i n g so m u c h as Ravel 's 
" B o l e r o , " wh ich is t h e m i d d l e - b r o w subs t i t u t e f o r mus ic , t ha t 
ghast ly m o c k - S p a n i s h p iece you h e a r o n eve ry M u z a k - b e -
d o n g l e d e l eva to r ; it a n d t h e e l eva to r a n d t h e p e o p l e in t h e 
e leva tor go r o u n d a n d r o u n d to in f in i ty w i thou t eve r g e t t i n g 
a n y w h e r e , like a s n a k e e a t i n g its o w n tail. 

I h o p e s o m e w h e r e they 've all g o t t e n o u t of 1963 a n d a r e 
t h i n k i n g t h e s a m e t h i n g s a b o u t me . 

I u sed to go h o m e fu t i le lv to my sad , macl (but n e v e r b a d ) 
h u s b a n d — w h o k n e w his o w n sickness t oo well to m e d d l e wi th 
i t — a n d a d m i r e his b r o a d , k n o t t e d back , t h e musc les in his 
s h o u l d e r s a n d a r m s , his lovely v u l n e r a b l e bellv. t ha t pelvic 
c rease of G r e e k s c u p l t u r e t ha t c o m e s o u t in a m a n only w h e n 
he s t a n d s on o n e leg, his f u n n v little r o u n d - f l a t ass, his r u b b a -
ble, bristly ch in , t ha t i n d e s c r i b a b l e l ine f r o m r ib to h i p , so 
subt le a n d so dif f e r e n t f r o m a w o m a n ' s . M e n have s t r a igh t 
k n e e s a n d e lbows; w o m e n ' s go in. H e w o u l d s t a n d — w i s t f u l 
a n d b a n a n a - f l o w e r e d — a n d I 'd sav t i r e d l v o v e r a n d o v e r 
again (to ail absen t D r . D.) that I h a d n o t r o u b l e s with sex, only 
with m e n . a n d tha t my t r o u b l e with m e n d id not c o m e f r o m 
what was b e t w e e n t he i r legs b u t f r o m what was b e t w e e n t he i r 
ears . My h u s b a n d e n v i e d m e mv b ra in , tha t B e a r of Litt le 
Bra in . But I c a n n o t c a n n o t t h i n k of tnvself as t h e Nut B r o w n 
Maid o r t h e Pre t ty Lady , t ru ly 1 can ' t . A n d we only mul t ip l i ed 
each o t h e r ' s a n g r y c l ing ing , h e a n d I. 

An a w f u l t h o u g h t : 
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Wha t if Jean . . . won ' t ? 

I h a d two d r e a m s tha t n igh t a n d woke u p sca red ; in o n e I 
was f a l l i n g — n o t h i n g to see, j u s t t he s e n s a t i o n — a n d some-
body g iggled a n d told me , " Y o u ' r e in f r e e fall ." In t h e o t h e r I 
was very sick, b e i n g t a k e n to t h e hosp i ta l on a s t r e t c h e r a n d 
fee l ing so a w f u l d i a t I s t a r t ed to p r a y to get well, bu t t ha t m a d e 
m e feel m o r e he lp less : so I p r a y e d only t ha t She migh t g r a n t 
m e e n d u r a n c e . That ' s all. "Give m e my Self ," I said. T h e n I 
woke u p , with a sense of t h e d r e a m over a n d (a long with the 
f a d i n g of t h e d r e a m ) t h e sense of s o m e t h i n g b e i n g over fo r 
g o o d . T h a t ' s all t h e guilt I eve r felt . I t h ink I h a d it ou t 
s o m e h o w tha t n igh t ; it's like g o i n g t h r o u g h an electr ic f ence 
w h e r e t h e wors t po in t is just b e f o r e you t ouch it a n d y o u r 
ne rves j u m p , b u t o n c e you g o t h r o u g h , it's O.K. 1 t h o u g h t in 
my i n n o c e n c e : Now I can be friends with men. 

A n o t h e r m a r v e l o u s d iscovery , in o n e of my wak ing p e r i o d s 
at a b o u t 4 A M , a vision of t h e local H o w a r d J o h n s o n ' s (East of 
the c a m p u s , on t h e s u p e r h i g h w a y ) full of hea l thy , comely 
y o u n g w o m e n . There are others besides Jean! For t h e f irs t l ime in 
my life 1 felt f r e e . In fact , I felt pe r fec t ly wonder f ul. 

So I wen t happ i l y back to s leep. 

Jean c a m e o v e r f o r b r e a k f a s t t h e next day , b r i n g i n g s o m e 
i n f e r i o r lox, which is t h e on ly kind you can get in a small town 
like this. W e a te it a n d m a d e a face. I was wildly exc i ted . 1 
Finally got u p a n d d id an imi ta t ion of J ean ' s l a s t—la tes t?—boy-
f r i e n d w h o was s o m e w h e r e in C a n a d a slaving away at a doc-
toral thesis. 

"Absent lovers a r e t h e best k ind , " she said. 
I can ' t wait. C a n you? 
The t r o u b l e is, if I m a k e a pass at Jean o r tell h e r a n y t h i n g , 

she'll jus t p u s h m e away. It'll ru in o u r f r i e n d s h i p . A n d sup-
pose she tells s o m e o n e ? ( 'Though I d o n ' t t h i n k she 'd d o that . ) 
It would be awfu l to have to have such suspic ions . My ki tchen 
had neve r s e e m e d f r i e n d l i e r . W e sat a n d ta lked abou t o n e 
th ing a n d a n o t h e r — s h e was tel l ing m e nasty, f u n n y stories 
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a b o u t h e r p r o f e s s o r s (my co l leagues! ) a n d I h a d to d e c i d e 
t h e r e was n o t h i n g I c o u l d tell Jean , even t h o u g h I 'm l o o k i n g 
ove r h e r s h o u l d e r at h e r m a t h t e x t b o o k (a c o u r s e she ' s t a k i n g 
j u s t f o r f u n ) . I 've p u l l e d m y k i t chen c h a i r so close t ha t I can 
smell h e r , wh ich m a k e s m e w a n t to cry. 

I will h a v e to k e e p it a secre t . 
U n h a p p y . Miserab ly u n h a p p y . W h y ? B e c a u s e p e o p l e d o 

no t d o t h i n g s like tha t in real i ty . Real i tv d o e s n ' t al low it. I n 
books o r mov ies o r m a y b e n e w s p a p e r s , yes, b u t real l ife is n o t 
like tha t , a n d in real l i fe if I w e r e to t h r o w my a r m s a r o u n d my 
f r i e n d a n d kiss h e r , s h e w o u l d only w o n d e r at m v m a d n e s s ; 
she 'd say, " E s t h e r , s t o p it!" very s h a r p l y , a n d t h e h e a v e n s 
would r e - f o r m ; r e a l i t y — i n wh ich , by t h e way, I h a v e as con-
s ide rab le a s l ake as a n y o n e e l s e — w o u l d s imply r e m a i n itself. 
If I eve r t ry a n y t h i n g I will be s t r u c k d e a d f r o m o n h i g h 
anyway. ( S o m e of t h e o t h e r t h i n g s rea l p e o p l e j u s t d o n ' t d o , 
a c c o r d i n g to my fami ly ; ge t d i v o r c e d , b e c o m e d r u g add ic t s , 
m u r d e r s o m e o n e , kill t h e i r c h i l d r e n , kill t hemse lves , e x p o s e 
themse lves in subways , get r a p e d , fail in bus iness , go m a d . ) So 
I can ' t d o it. O f c o u r s e I can ' t . 

Clumsi ly I p u t my a r m s a r o u n d h e r , twice-clumsi lv I kissed 
h e r 011 t h e neck , s ay ing hoa r se ly , "I love y o u . " ( W h i c h was 
s o m e t h i n g of an o v e r - s i m p l i f i c a t i o n , b u t h o w a r e you g o i n g to 
exp la in it all?) 

She went on reading. 
She b l u s h e d del ica te ly u n d e r m e , like a l a n d s c a p e , I m e a n 

h e r neck , s h e j u s t t u r n e d r e d , it was a m a z i n g . 
Reality t o r e itself in two. f r o m t o p to b o t t o m . 
" J e a n , " said I, no t be l i ev ing my e a r s a n d eyes, " d o you 

rea l ly—" b u t I gues s she d i d ! b e c a u s e she c o n t i n u e d to p r e -
t e n d to r e a d , on ly r e d d e n e d like a t ide , a f o r e s t , an e n t i r e 
p l ane t . You d o n ' t ask t h e w h o l e wor ld if it's really d o i n g what 
it's d o i n g . I fel t h e r skin get ho t u n d e r my m o u t h . She closed 
h e r b o o k de l ibe ra t e ly , t u r n e d to me , a n d p u t h e r a r m s a r o u n d 
m e . People get d i v o r c e d , people kill, people go m a d . Say ing I 
loved h e r m i g h t not h a v e b e e n so u n t r u e , r ea l ly—wel l , h e r e 
was s o m e t h i n g w o r t h d y i n g fo r ! W h e n I t h i n k of t hose t imes 
that I d id it to ob l ige . 01 b e c a u s e it was mv d u l y , o r to get 
a f f e c t i o n , o r b e c a u s e I c o u l d n ' t r e f u s e , 1 a m a s h a m e d . W h e n I 
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sav "dy ing f o r " I m e a n t h e p o e m s a n d t h e stories, t h e jokes, 
the obsessions, t h e t e r r o r , t he w o n d e r . 1 a m d r e a d f u l l y a-
s h a m e d of my past . 

W e sat back a n d looked at each o t h e r ( f r i g h t e n e d ) at t h e 
s a m e m o m e n t . N o t because it was w r o n g bu t because it was an 
o v e r c h a r g e , l ike the c o p p e r wi re you unwi t t ing ly ove r load 
a n d it's g o i n g u r p ! h e l p ! eek! a a r g h ! o o p ! (in Wire ) a n d you 
d o n ' t even k n o w why t h e p o o r t h i n g is j u m p i n g a n d twi tch ing 
so. Be t t e r if c a l m e r . Men t h i n k tha t o n c e vou a d m i t y o u r 
des i re you h a v e to fall d o w n a n d f u c k on t h e f l oo r r igh t -away, 
bu t w o m e n k n o w b e t t e r ; I h e l p e d h e r to s o m e i n f e r i o r lox a n d 
A & P c r e a m c h e e s e a n d s h e d i d t h e s a m e f o r m e . W e 
m u n c h e d away at o u r bagels t o g e t h e r . S u d d e n l y she l a u g h e d 
a n d c h o k e d on he r s . 

" S h a m e on you , " she said, " m a k i n g love to s o m e o n e you 've 
k n o w n f o r on ly t h r e e years!" 

I said, "Well , 1 can ' t get you p r e g n a n t , can I?" f ee l ing very 
d a r i n g . 

W e l a u g h e d unt i l we c r i ed , pa r t ly o u t of n e r v o u s n e s s . W e 
were bo th (I t h i n k ) r a t h e r wary of t o u c h i n g each o t h e r aga in . 
So m u c h m o r e is at s take now. J e a n wen t back to e x p l a i n i n g 
h e r book , on ly she r e a c h e d o u t now a n d aga in a n d s t roked my 
h a n d . 1 was b l ind , d e a f , o v e r w h e l m e d . I kep t w a n t i n g to p u t 
my f i nge r s t h r o u g h t h e cen t r a l ho le of t he last bagel because it 
s t ruck m e as such a n e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y g o o d joke ; t h e r e was a 
sor t of d iv ine giggle s o m e w h e r e in t h e r o o m . 

"You d o n ' t m i n d ? " I c r i ed s u d d e n l y . 
She ca ressed my h a n d aga in . T h e nea re s t pa r t of J e a n to m e 

(once she sat back a n d c o n t i n u e d r e a d i n g ) was h e r foo t , f o r 
she had c rossed h e r legs a n d o n e foo t kep t a d v a n c i n g t o w a r d 
m e a n d t h e n r e t r e a t i n g . N o w fee t a r e not as c o m p r o m i s i n g as 
h a n d s a n d n o t so close to t h e p e r s o n , so I g r a s p e d J e a n ' s 
indiv idual , very expres s ive foo t a n d a d m i r e d h e r a rch , which 
is so m u c h h i g h e r t h a n m i n e . I was t e r r i f i ed . (She looked 
p leased a n d a little e m b a r r a s s e d . ) I e x p l a i n e d abou t feet a n d 
that 1 was not a foo t - fe t i sh i s t , really, bu t h a n d s were too vivid 
fo r m e r ight t h e n , so she let m e ho ld on to h e r ank le ; I kep t 
i m a g i n i n g that she wou ld c h a n g e h e r m i n d at anv m o m e n t , 
that she was m e r e l y b e i n g char i t ab le , that she was i n t imida t ed , 
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t ha t she 'd " m i n d . " 
I k n o w too well wha t can really be g o i n g on w h e n w o m e n 

a r e si lent . 
W e ta lked a b o u t h o w eve r ) body was b isexual , a n d how this 

was on ly t h e n a t u r a l resu l t o f a f r i e n d s h i p , a n d h o w we h a d 
b e t t e r t ake o u r t ime , a n d t h e n — l i k e v i r g i n s — b e g a n to whis-
p e r , " W h e n d id you f i r s t — ? " a n d " W h e n d i d y o u — ? " "I k n e w 
ins tant ly by t h e way you l o o k e d at m e , " she said, a n d I t u r n e d 
r ed f r o m h e a d to foo t at t h e t h o u g h t of b e i n g so t r a n s p a r e n t , 
in veils a n d waves of hea t . 

J e a n " s c r e w e d " t h e last bage l with h e r f o r e f i n g e r , l ook ing 
very severe a n d h a u g h t y . 

I g inge r ly p i c k e d u p t h e e n d s of h e r d a r k ha i r , w h e r e they 
lay oil h e r s h o u l d e r . It was like p i ck ing u p s o m e t h i n g l iving, 
with ne rves in it, a n d it u s e d to a n n o y m e w h e n m e n told m e I 
s h o u l d g r o w my ha i r . T h o u g h I w o u l d n e v e r tell a n y o n e wha t 
to do . 

"I h a v e to go ," s h e said. 
Rel ief . 
"My j o b , " she said. " V o u k n o w . " (She has a p a r t - t i m e j o b at 

t h e Univers i ty l ib rary c h e c k i n g o u t b o o k s o r s o m e t h i n g . ) 
"You w o n ' t — " I said. 
"I'll tell everyone," said my f r i e n d , m a k i n g a face , a n d I was 

really a s h a m e d . I k n e w a n d she k n e w — a n d she knew t h a t I 
k n e w — t h a t real ly it was too m u c h a n d we 'd b e t t e r b o t h re-
cover a little. B e t t e r to be c a l m e r . She said she w o u l d c o m e tha t 
night—110, t o m o r r o w n i g h t , b u t t on igh t c o m e d o w n to t h e co-
o p a n d h e l p b a k e a c a k e if I w a n t e d — s h e w o u l d t u r n u p 
t o m o r r o w n i g h t with s o m e po t . 

" I t h u r t s my tonsi ls ," I said. (But t h e idea was to k e e p f r o m 
g e t t i n g sca red o r anx ious . ) " P o o r little t h i n g , " she said, a n d 
t h e n b e n t d o w n a n d kissed m e 011 t h e m o u t h f o r a few sec-
o n d s . O h d e a r . T h e v n e v e r tell vou \ o u r cli toris is c o n n e c t e d 
r ight to y o u r s t o m a c h . 1 was te r r ib ly f r i g h t e n e d tha t sex w o u l d 
be just as bad with h e r as it h a d always been with a m a n bu t at 
t he s a m e t ime I d i d n ' t c a r e b e c a u s e it was such a g lo r ious 
o p p o r t u n i t y to fail, yon see. I d idn ' t really ca re . (I t h i n k I h a d 
be t t e r s t o p saying "real lv .") Bui if it t u r n e d out badly , what 
would 1 d o t h e n ? I kissed h e r back 011 h e r \ e lve ty c h e e k . 
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W o m e n ' s faces a r e c o v e r e d with f ine , a lmos t invisible d o w n . I 
said to myself t ha t w h a t e v e r h a p p e n e d , we 'd still be f r i e n d s , 
bu t I k n e w tha t was t h e talk of a fool ; I d i d n ' t wan t to be 
f r i e n d s . I d i d n ' t actual ly k n o w wha t 1 w a n t e d , b e i n g too m u c h 
involved in h e r i n d i v i d u a l o d o r , a n d t h e s m o o t h n e s s of h e r 
skin, a n d h e r heavy , u t t e r ly lovely b e h i n d , to c a r e a b o u t wha t 
h a d no t yet h a p p e n e d . I kissed J e a n o n t h e cheek a n d said a 
t r e m b l y g o o d - b y e . 

A n d s t a g g e r e d to t h e b e d r o o m , kicked o f f my shoes me-
chanical ly, sat d o w n o n t h e b e d . Pul led t h e cu r t a in s to, pu l l ed 
d o w n my p a n t s , r e a c h e d in t h e b o t t o m d r a w e r o f t h e b u r e a u 
f o r the v ib ra to r . 

A little voice c r ied , You'll wear yourself out! 
But ah , tha t was imposs ib le . 

I d idn ' t go to t h e co -op tha t n i g h t because my soul was 
a l ready in t oo m a n y pieces. S p e n t t ha t day a n d t h e next 
w a n d e r i n g a r o u n d : g a r d e n s , swine pens , t h e l a m b b a r n s with 
the lambies a n d t he i r m o m m a s (1 was s o b b i n g a little at every-
t h i n g because it was all so sweet), jus t u p a n d d o w n t h e usual 
g o l d g r e e n lawns a n d u n d e r t h e lovely t rees with the i r dark.-
g o l d g r e e n s h a d o w s , a n d s o m e d a y we will all go t h e the g rea t 
Mult ivers i ty in the sky. B e a m e d at all t h e m e n in t h e s t ree t . By 
6 P.M. was c o n v i n c e d she w o u l d n ' t c o m e , bu t every t ime 1 
h e a r d f o o t s t e p s o n t h e stairs I j u m p e d . S o m e t h i n g a b o u t 
k e e p i n g w indows o p e n (in the s u m m e r t i m e ) m a k e s electr ic 
light very b r i g h t i n d o o r s . W h e n she d id c o m e I was in the 
living r o o m d u s t i n g t h e tables a n d d i d n ' t even h e a r h e r knock 
unti l she r e p e a t e d it ( Jean a lmos t beats d o o r s down) . 1 h a d the 
weirdest f ancy that Rose (you r e m e m b e r Rose; she 's b u r i e d 
way back on p a g e 1) was s i t t ing in t h e s h a d o w s o u t s i d e the lit 
circle of t h e l iv ing- room l a m p . 1 walked f r o m the d a r k r o o m 
into the lit o n e , a p r o g r e s s to which all c rea t ion moves , o n e of 
those m o m e n t s in which t h e s h a p e of y o u r h o u s e o r v o u r life 
takes on all t h e m e a n i n g in t h e wor ld . I o p e n e d the d o o r with 
n o n e r v e s at all, a n d Jean waved a bot t le of wine at me . She 's 
o l d - f a s h i o n e d , she 's d e c i d e d , a n d doesn ' t like po t . It felt like 
any o t h e r visit. W h a t ' s t h e e t i q u e t t e f o r this sort of thing'- I 
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haven ' t t r i ed to ge t d r u n k f o r l o v e - m a k i n g in years , b u t th is is 
g o i n g r i g h t back to a d o l e s c e n c e , so we so l emnly t ook two 
glasses of m e d i c i n e ( f eh ) a n d t h e n I r u i n e d it by r e m e m b e r i n g 
a p o u n d of ice c r e a m I h a d in t h e f r e e z e r , which of c o u r s e we 
h a d to s h a r e , m o r e o r less. 

"I can ' t m a k e love; I 'm too fu l l , " said she . 
I s t r o k e d h e r h a n d , t h e n h e r a r m . I p u t my a r m a r o u n d h e r 

a n d kissed h e r o n t h e c h e e k . 
" D o you w a n t to?" I sa id . She n o d d e d . W e w e n t i n to t h e 

living r o o m a n d c a r e f u l l y p u l l e d t h e c u r t a i n s s h u t , t h e n d r a g -
ged a qui l t f r o m t h e b e d r o o m . T h e r e isn't e n o u g h r o o m o n a 
single b e d ; bes ides , I l ike to feel t h a t my w h o l e h o u s e is m y 
h o m e . W e p u t t h e w ine o n t h e f l o o r n e a r t h e qui l t a n d lay on 
o u r s t o m a c h s , fu l ly c l o t h e d . T h e r e is this i m p a l p a b l e b a r r i e r 
b e t w e e n e v e r y d a y life a n d sex, p e r h a p s to b e c o n n e c t e d u p 
with t ha t lack of e t i q u e t t e I s p o k e of b e f o r e ; a n y w a y t h e r e ' s 
s o m e sor t o f g a p you h a v e to j u m p with v o u r eyes s h u t , 
h o l d i n g y o u r n o s e (so to s p e a k ) as if you w e r e j u m p i n g in to 
wa te r . I r e m e m b e r e d , wi th f e a r o f exact ly wha t , I can ' t spec-
i f y — t h a t J e a n is, a f t e r all, twelve yea r s y o u n g e r t h a n m e . 
B e f o r e we b r o u g h t in t h e qui l t I h a d t r o t t e d in to t h e b e d r o o m 
a n d b r o u g h t o u t my v i b r a t o r , h i d i n g it shyly b e t w e e n t h e 
c o u c h c u s h i o n s b e c a u s e it is real ly a g ross little objec t , a b o u t 
e ight i nches long , m a d e of whi t e plast ic a n d s h a p e d like a 
spacesh ip . C o n t r a r y to p o p u l a r belief , m o s t w o m e n use v ibra-
to r s on t h e i r o u t s i d e s , no t t he i r ins ides . U n f o r t u n a t e l y t h e 
ba t t e r i es a r e w e a r i n g o u t a n d ins t ead o f g o i n g bzzzz it just 
r a t t l e s — t h e t r u t h is I 'm a f r a i d Jean will f i n d it r e p u l s i v e o r 
possibly tha t she will f i n d m e repu l s ive . She ' s d o w n to h e r slip 
by now. I 've always a s s u m e d I was r e a s o n a b l y g o o d - l o o k i n g — 
to m e n — b u t whv s h o u l d a w o m a n h a v e t h e s a m e s t a n d a r d s ? 
j e a n has f ina l ly t a k e n o f f h e r c lo thes a n d so have 1; to m e slit-
looks b e a u t i f u l bu t verv o d d l y s h a p e d ; 1 s u p p o s e t h e r e ' s t h e 
u n c o n s c i o u s conv inc t i on that o n e o f us has to be a m a n a n d it 
cer ta in ly isn't m e . j e a n savs she w a n t s to put a r e c o r d on t h e hi-
fi bu t I d o n ' t b e c a u s e it's t o o d i s t r ac t i ng . So she b u r s t s in to 
a n g r y tears . I pu t mv a r m s a r o u n d h e r a n d rock h e r back a n d 
f o r t h , which kept m e f r o m l o o k i n g at h e r , so a l t h o u g h she 
m i g h t have still l ooked o d d (it was w e a r i n g o f f ) she felt beau t i -
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fu l . W h o d o e s n ' t look o d d ? M e n look o d d . G o d looks o d d . W e 
s m o o c h e d a little, t h e n p u t a r e c o r d on the p layer (I d o n ' t 
r e m e m b e r w h a t . B a r o q u e ? ) ; t h e n lay d o w n a n d necked a little 
m o r e , less t imidly. I love J e a n . She ' s a vast a m o u n t of p ink-
nes s—f ie lds a n d f o r e s t s — b u t with m v eyes c losed it feels 
m o r e to scale a n d it's nice. T h e way you m e a s u r e the g e n u i n e -
ness a n d g o o d n e s s of an e x p e r i e n c e is this: what d o e s it d o to 
r e a d i n g an o r d i n a r y m a g a z i n e ? If Life looks inexpl icably sillv 
to you, t h e n life is d o i n g its s t u f f . T h i s is wha t I u se myself a n d 
I r e c o m m e n d it ( u n d o u b t e d l y t h e r e a r e o t h e r tests). My f r i e n d 
is snowf ie lds a n d m o u n t a i n s . A n o t h e r wor ld . H e r o d o r (ev-
e r y o n e has a pa r t i cu l a r , o w n smell) is a compl i ca t ed key, o n e 
a m o n g mil l ions. I d o n ' t u n d e r s t a n d he r . For e x a m p l e . I d o n ' t 
k n o w why she 's still u p s e t n o w — s o I said, " O h , p h o o e y , t u r n 
over a n d I'll give you a back r u b . " Phooevs we d o u b t eve r got 
p h o o e y e d . S h e lay m i s t r u s t f u l l y o n h e r s t o m a c h a n d I knel t 
be tween h e r legs, gaily p o u n d i n g away at h e r s h o u l d e r b lades , 
very p ro fe s s iona l t h o u g h I d o n ' t k n o w a m a s s a g e f r o m a 
message . So sof t , so so f t . B a c k - r u b s a r e sneaky, low-level 
t r ickery because t h e r e ' s s o m e t h i n g in o u r m a m m a l i a n ances-
t ry tha t s ignals G o o d g o o d g o o d w h e n y o u r back is r u b b e d 
a n d you w o u l d n ' t d r e a m of no t b e i n g t r u s t f u l (like s c r a t ch ing 
a dog ' s ea r o r r u b b i n g u n d e r a cat 's chin) . It 's t ak ing a d v a n -
tage. A f t e r I h a d busily k n e a d e d h e r s h o u l d e r s f o r a while , I 
s n e a k e d d o w n to t h e small of h e r back a n d s t a r t ed kissing h e r 
neck; she said, " T h i s isn't f u n f o r you . Es the r , is it?" 

" O h no , no t a bit ," I l ied. A n d slid d o w n to t h e rose be tween 
h e r legs. T h a t ' s exactly wha t it is. A m a z i n g . (Medieval stories.) 
I have t h e a d v a n t a g e of k n o w i n g w h e r e e v e r y t h i n g is a n d 
m o r e o r less how to d o it. A n d fee l ing t h e s t r anges t sympa-
thet ic p a n g s . Besides , vou c a n n o t bi te m e n ' s backsides because 
they haven ' t any . J e a n b e g a n to b r e a t h e h a r d , which m a d e m e 
want to cry; I kissed h e r 011 t h e neck w h e r e I know tha t 
sensit ive place. T o be t h e cause of so m u c h p l ea su re to some-
o n e e lse!—as t h e b o o k says, to make a difference, I knew that 
w h e n J e a n came , I w o u l d bu r s t in to tears . 

" N o — w a i t a m i n u t e — s t o p ! " she said, rol l ing on h e r s ide 
a n d angr i ly p u s h i n g m e awav. She ' s very f a i r - sk inned . F r o m 
neck to g ro in mv f r i e n d was cove red with pa le - red spots like 



Oil S t r ike Aga ins t G o d / 55 

an i n t e r e s t i n g var ie ty of meas les ; I h a d n e v e r seen what t h e 
b o o k calls " t h e sex r a s h " b e f o r e . You know, just bef o r e c l imax. 
Ut te r ly f a sc ina t ing . You can only see it on verv f a i r - s k i n n e d 
w o m e n a n d J e a n is t h e e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y I r ish ideal : d e a d -
whi te skin, b lue eves, black ha i r . " S t o p , " she said. "I can ' t feel 
a n y t h i n g , " she said. Wild roses a n d milk. T h e f irs t t ime I c a m e 
with a m a n ( foo led you , d i d n ' t I? I bet you t h o u g h t I n e v e r 
c a m e with a m a n ) I s h o u t e d "I can ' t ! I can ' t get t h e r e , G o d 
d a m n it!" a n d p r o c e e d e d to go in to i n t e r n a l waves tha t sur -
p r i sed m e b e c a u s e I t h o u g h t you lost y o u r m i n d w h e n YOU d id 
it. A n d t h e r e I was, t h i n k i n g away as usua l . 

" O h , J e a n ! " I sa id . S h e s ta lked angr i ly in to t h e k i t c h e n — t o 
t h e w i n d o w t h a t was h i d d e n ( t h a n k H e a v e n ) by t h e b r a n c h of 
a t r e e — s h e d r a n k a glass of w a t e r a n d c a m e back in to t h e 
living r o o m . For t h o s e of you 1 a m c o n f u s i n g by t h e " internal ' ' 
in " i n t e r n a l waves" (above) I will tell you my o w n , recent ly-
d e v e l o p e d t h e o r y of sexua l i ty , p r o v e n by years of e x p e r i m e n -
tal m a s t u r b a t i n g : i.e. you feel y o u r c l imax mos t w h e n e v e r YOU 
a r e b e i n g mos t s t i m u l a t e d . T h i s o p e n s s u r p r i s i n g f ie lds of 
r e sea rch to t h o s e of us with suck l ing inf a n t s o r t h r e e h a n d s o r 
o t h e r s i tua t ions like tha t . H o n e s t . 

"I guess I can ' t , " said J e a n . " O r I d o n ' t wan t to. I m e a n I d o 
want to b u t I s u p p o s e I c a n ' t — c a n I — i f I 'm b e h a v i n g like 
this ." 

" I f you d o n ' t w a n t o n e , I d o n ' t want o n e , " said I p r o m p t l y . 1 
t h o u g h t Behave any way you like. Stand on your head. Keep your 
clothes on. Make it with the electric toaster. If 1 h a d to c h o o s e 
b e t w e e n always p l ea s ing h e r bu t n e v e r mvsel f a n d alwavs 
p leas ing .myself b u t n e v e r h e r — w e l l , I 'd c h o o s e t h e f o r m e r . 
At least f o r a whi le . I can alwavs p lease mysel f a f t e r w a r d s . A n 
o r g a s m is an o r g a s m , but h o w o f t e n is t h e r e a Jean? 

" N e v e r m i n d , " she m u m b l e d . "I n e v e r c o m e with a n v o n e . " 
N o w this is real ly s u r p r i s i n g , c o n s i d e r i n g how m a i n m e n 

she 's been wi th . I s u p p o s e this is t h e t ime to w h i p out t h e 
v ib ra to r a n d a t tack h e r with it. but s o m e h o w have d o u b t s 
a b o u t t h e w h o l e p r o c e e d i n g . I t h i n k we b e g a n this w r o n g . 

I tell h e r so. The re s h o u l d be n o f a i l u r e a n d n o success. 
B l u s h i n g very d e e p l y , she a sked m e if she cou ld d o s o m e -

th ing . I said ves, of c o u r s e . S h e a v e r t e d h e r face a n d m o v e d 
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my h a n d on to h e r rose ( sor ry to be so kvetchily sen t imen ta l ) . 
"Let m e — a h — u m — d o it myse l f . " 
" O h my g o o d n e s s yes, is that all!" I c r ied . T r y i n g to m e m o r -

ize t h e m o t i o n , a n o d d sor t of d i a g o n a l o n e . Jean seems to like 
th ings d o n e l ightly. 

She c a m e in t h e usua l way a b o u t t h r e e m i n u t e s later , no t 
very sat isfactor i ly , it s e e m e d to m e . She said I c o u l d n ' t p u t my 
m o u t h d o w n t h e r e because she h a d n ' t h a d a ba th f o r davs. I 
said t ha t s o u n d e d r e a s o n a b l e to me , a l t h o u g h we migh t be 
w r o n g . S h e said h e r wrist h u r t , a n d r u b b e d it. T h e n I lav d o w n 
a n d Jean gave me a back r u b a n d 1 was h u n g u p on the e d g e of 
it f o r e v e r . Finally, with n o t m u c h sat is fact ion, I f l i pped over . 

" T h a t was a w f u l ! " said J e a n , s i t t ing u p , tears in h e r eyes. 
"Well ," said I r ea sonab ly , "you k n o w what they say in Swed-

ish movies a b o u t t h e f i rs t t ime . " 
" W h a t d o they say in Swedish movies?" ( r a t h e r sharp ly) 
" O h , d e a r , I d o n ' t k n o w . " 
W e sat f o r a while, h a d a glass of wine, a n d t h e n b e g a n to 

c u d d l e . T h e fo rma l i t i e s w e r e over . ( T h a n k goodness . ) She 
kissed m e a n d w h i s p e r e d to m e tha t I was b e a u t i f u l . I blew in 
h e r ears . I fu l f i l l ed a d a y d r e a m of twenty years ' s t a n d i n g a n d 
n ibb led a l o n g h e r ha i r l ine , u n d e r h e r t emp le s a n d a r o u n d h e r 
ears . W e lay on t h e quilt a n d got mildly p o t t e d , f e e l i n g — a s is 
usual , I t h ink , wi th p e o p l e w h o take of f t he i r c l o t h e s — t h a t 
n u d i t y is t h e o n l y p l e a s a n t s ta te . T h e l iv ing r o o m was a 
g a r d e n . W e locked big toes a n d h a d a toe f igh t , t hen b e g a n to 
t h r o w c o u c h pil lows at each o t h e r , bu t s t o p p e d guiltily w h e n 
we k n o c k e d o v e r m y f l o o r l a m p . 

"My big toes a r e b i g g e r t h a n y o u r big toes!" hissed Jean, 
r a k i n g h e r toenai ls u p a n d d o w n my back. 

" O o o o o ! " I said. " O o , I like tha t . " 
"She likes tha t m u c h l y , " said Jean. 
N o w wha t is t h e t r o u b l e ? T h a t sex doesn ' t commi t vou to 

a n y t h i n g , in spi te of o u r t r ad i t ion abou t it? T h a i love doesn ' t 
give you a c o d e of b e h a v i o r ? 1 th ink so. S h e could go awav now 
a n d n e v e r c o m e back . 1 saw a l r eady wha t the p a t t e r n of my 
love a f f a i r w o u l d b e — w o r r v i n g each t ime she was awav. re-
lieved each t ime she c a m e b a c k — o r d o e s that m e a n thai Jean 
a n d I don 't really love each o t h e r ? Anvwav, it's awfu l . 
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j e a n got u p a n d said O h f e h , she h a d to go. She p u t on h e r 
c lo thes r e g r e t f u l l y a n d I p u t o n m i n e ; we r o o t e d in t h e ice-
c r e a m c o n t a i n e r f o r t h e rest of t h e ice c r e a m (Hai l . H e a r t h 
a n d H o m e ! Hai l , O G r e a t F o o d Goddess ! ) . T h e n J e a n wen t to 
t h e d o o r . W e said in u n i s o n : 

" W h e n will I see you a g a i n ? " 
A g r e a t re l ief , a f t e r years of b e i n g t h e only o n e to say it! I 

can ' t c o m e to see h e r b e c a u s e o f t h e c o - o p g a n g a n d S t u p i d 
Ph i lpo t t s ( t h o u g h we c o u l d tie h im to a p e g on t h e back lawn if 
we h a d to) b u t t h e r e w o u l d n ' t be e n o u g h pr ivacy in t h e co-op , 
t h o u g h J e a n has b r o u g h t m e n t h e r e m a n \ ' t i m e s b e f o r e . 
T h e r e ' s a d i f f e r e n c e . S h e kissed m e o n t h e e d g e of t h e ch in 
a n d 1 w a t c h e d h e r as s h e w e n t d o w n s t a i r s , swaying like a s n a k e 
s t a n d i n g o n its tail. T h e S n a k e o f W i s d o m ? S o m e t h i n g e m -
b o d i e d . J ean will s u r p r i s e m e s o m e d a y a n d p e r h a p s no t 
nicely; t h e r e ' s t h e chill of f i n d i n g o u t tha t I d i d n ' t k n o w h e r as 
well as I t h o u g h t , tha t t h e r e ' s s o m e t h i n g in h e r sexual i ty , even , 
tha t I d i d n ' t k n o w a b o u t . T h o u g h I like it tha t she n e v e r c a m e 
with a m a n , I love it tha t s h e c a m e with me , h o w e v e r awk-
ward ly , a n d I will love it n o m a t t e r wha t she uses: rnv h a n d , 
h e r o w n h a n d , my glass p a p e r w e i g h t with t h e p r iva t e snow-
s t o r m o v e r t h e New E n g l a n d C h u r c h (with t h e sp i re , k iddies) . 
As t h e rea l J e a n w a n e d , t h e myth ica l pa r t o f Jean c a m e back 
in to mv k i t chen . H o o d i n g t h e w a x e d f l o o r a n d the r e f r i g e r a -
t o r a n d t h e little s t udy I 'd f i xed u p in t h e k i t chen a r o u n d t h e 
c o r n e r of t h e L: I t a s t e d J e a n , saw J e a n , t h o u g h t J e a n , 
b r e a t h e d Jean . The J e a n I can k e e p in my h e a d . 

l i o n n y . b o n m Jean . 

G e o r g e Eliot n e v e r e n d e d h e r b o o k s p r o p e r l y . There ' s so 
little f o r h e r o i n e s to d o : they can fall in love, tliev can die . As 
t h e s torv beg ins , you w o n d e r w h e t h e r t h e h e r o i n e will be 
h a p p v , but l>> t h e m i d d l e of It y o u ' r e b e g i n n i n g to w o n d e r if 
she will be g o o d . Such is G e o r g e Eliot's s l e i g h t - o f - h a n d . i.e. 
c h e a t i n g . W e still t h i n k this wax a h u n d r e d \ e a r s la ter . I've 
been r e a d i n g w r e t c h e d - h o u s e w i f e novels wi i t t en bv w o m e n 
a n d tliev all e n d t h e s a m e way; e i t h e r t h e awl ul h u s b a n d has a 
m y s t e r i o u s c h a n g e of h e a r t (of! -s tage) on the last p a g e but o n e 
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o r t h e wife th inks : Yes, b u t I really loved h im so it was all r igh t . 
You wou ld not bel ieve the s u f f e r i n g a n d w r e t c h e d n e s s in 
these books . (And o n e of the c h a r a c t e r s is called Soph ia , too, 
which m e a n s W i s d o m . ) I s p e n t two Jean-less days r e a d i n g 
these books a n d m a k i n g m a r g i n a l no tes fo r s o m e art icle o r 
o t h e r I was g o i n g to d o n e x t w in te r if I eve r go t a r o u n d to it, 
a n d t h e n , like the h e r o i n e s of these stories, I h a d a g r e a t 
" r e a l i z a t i o n , " a p i o u s i l l u m i n a t i o n ( t h e y ' r e a lways h a v i n g 
these , like the i r c h i l d r e n really love t h e m o r they a d o r e house -
work o r t hey a r e really h a p p y even t h o u g h the i r h u s b a n d ties 
t h e m to a newel pos t a n d beats t h e m wi th a goldf i sh) . Pro-
gress ing by a ser ies of f lat denia l s of t h e ev idence . My p ious 
i l lumina t ion was t ha t I d id no t want to d o the article. But 
e v e r y t h i n g in p r i n t is sac red , as we all know, i nc lud ing this 
s en t ence . All w o r d s a r e sac red . (Unless wr i t t en by a c o m p u t e r , 
in which case the computer is sacred . ) S o m e a s ton i sh ing th ings 
a r e sac red , real ly; t h u s we have the Fain G o d d e s s a n d t h e 
S l e e p i n g - l a t e - i n - t h e - m o r n i n g G o d d e s s , t he T r i p T ro l l (who 
m a k e s t h e t r ansmis s ion fall o u t of v o u r car f i f t e en miles f r o m 
y o u r des t ina t ion ) , a n d t h e M a y o n n a i s e Dietv, w h o p res ides 
ove r g o u r m e t cook ing . Love is like s l eep ing late in the m o r n -
ing; you d ive d o w n t h r o u g h layer a f t e r t r a n s p a r e n t laver, 
u t t e r ly c o n t e n t , f a r t h e r a n d f a r t h e r unt i l you reach the sea 
f loor . B u t it's bo t tomless . 

Wa i t i ng f o r Jean is p l easan t : o n e an t ic ipa tes h e r arr ival . 
Wai t ing f o r J e a n is u s e f u l : p e r c e p t i o n s a r e s h a r p e n e d . 
Wa i t i ng f o r J e a n is e d u c a t i o n a l : it t eaches you tha t even 

g o o d th ings m u s t b e wai ted fo r . 
Wa i t i ng f o r J e a n is f o r t u n a t e : tha t she will c o m e at all m a k e s 

you feel b lessed. 
Wai t ing f o r J e a n is e x a s p e r a t i n g : I can ' t wait m u c h longer . 

O n the s u p e r h i g h w a y at n igh t , d o i n g sixty-five in my old 
r a t t l e t r a p ; t he wet, c lover leaf r o a d s twist a n d t u r n u n d e r the 
city l ights like s h i n i n g black snakes . It 's just r a i n e d : bri l l iance 
a n d d a r k n e s s . I 'm c o m i n g h o m e f r o m the art m u s e u m in a 
town sixty miles away. 

T h e wor ld be longs to me . I have a right to be he re . 
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T w o days la ter , by m u t u a l a g r e e m e n t , J e a n c a m e "just to 
visit." She c a m e t r o t t i n g u p my s t a i r s — o r r a t h e r , d r a g g i n g 
b e h i n d h e r t h e stately h e m of a long, mauve-pa i s l ey d ress . She 
always p u t s o n l o n g skir ts a n d h e r s h a d e s w h e n she wants to go 
in d isguise . I sat with my fee t c u r l e d u n d e r m e , t imid as a 
m o u s e , o n my c o r n e r of t h e c o u c h ( w h e r e I was p r e p a r e d to sit 
un t i l D o o m s d a y , if necessa ry ) while J e a n re ta i led gossip . H e r 
goss ip has o n e e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y r e d e e m i n g f e a t u r e : she m a k e s 
it all u p . N o n e of it is eve r t r u e . In t h e m i d d l e of an imposs ib le 
detai l a b o u t s o m e t h i n g t h e D e a n ' s wife h a d said to t h e sales-
girl , she l ooked at m e l o n g a n d h a r d a n d t h e n n a r r o w e d h e r 
eyes, f o r I h a d cleverly d r a w n t h e c u r t a i n s before she c a m e . 
Just in case. 

T h e n she t ook o f f h e r sung lasses a n d smi led at me , so t ha t 
t ea r s r o se to m y eyes. S h e u n h o o k e d h e r d r e s s ( h o m e - m a d e so 
n o z i p p e r ) a n d let it d r o p to t h e f loo r , t h e n with c rossed a r m s 
s h u c k e d h e r slip a n d d i d a little v ic tor ious d a n c e a r o u n d t h e 
r o o m , w a v i n g t h e slip in t h e air . W e took o f f all o u r c lothes , 
very sober ly , a n d t h e n h a d a c u p of tea, s i t t ing poli tely on t h e 
c o u c h , n a k e d ; I w e n t i n t o t h e k i t c h e n to f e t c h it in m y 
b a t h r o b e . W e l o o k e d each o t h e r ove r a n d I s h o w e d Jean t h e 
m o l e o n my h ip ; so she l i f ted h e r ha i r a n d s h o w e d m e t h e 
f reck les o n t h e back of h e r neck . W e c o m p a r e d o u r " f i g u r e s " 
like little girls. W e sat o n t h e two e n d s of" t h e c o u c h , o u r k n e e s 
u p , f ee t to fee t , a n d t a lked a b o u t t h e ecstacies a n d h o r r o r s of 
g r o w i n g b reas t s at twelve, o f b o u n c i n g w h e n you r a n , of 
h a v i n g ha i ry legs, of b e i n g too tall, too s h o r t , t oo fat , too th in . 
T h e r e is th is bus iness w h e r e you t h i n k p e o p l e e n d at t h e neck ; 
t h e n g r a d u a l l y as you talk, as we t a lked , as we r e c o n s t i t u t e d 
ourse lves in o u r o w n e y e s — h o w well we b e c a m e o u r bodies! 
how we m o v e d ou t in to t h e m . I u n d e r s t o o d tha t she felt h e r 
own ribs rise a n d fall with h e r b r e a t h i n g , that h e r a b d o m e n 
went all t h e way in to h e r h e a d , t ha t w h e n she sat, she felt it, I 
m e a n she fel t it in herself , just as I d id . U ntil she l o o k e d — a s 
she h a d felt to m e b e f o r e — a l l of o n e piece. W h y is it impossi-
ble to talk a b o u t w o m e n wi thou t m a k i n g p u n s ? W h e n you 
f uck s o m e o n e , von a r e f u c k i n g with the i r eves. too. with the i r 
ha i r , with t he i r t e m p l e s , t he i r m i n d s , t he i r f i nge r s ' e n d s . (If we 
d idn ' t wea r c lo thes all t h e t i m e we'd see pe rsona l i ty all ove r . 
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not j u s t t h e face.) W e sat s ide by side, h o l d i n g h a n d s a n d qu i t e 
n a k e d ; t h e n J e a n p u t h e r a r m s a r o u n d m e a n d it felt so good 
tha t it m a d e m e s t a m m e r . Such a s t o n i s h i n g so f tness a n d ev-
e r y t h i n g s h a p e d j u s t r i gh t , as if th i r ty years ago we h a d been 
i n t e r r u p t e d a n d w e r e only n o w r e s u m i n g . I 'd been wor r i ed , 
bu t it t u r n s o u t to fit s o m e exact s h a p e in y o u r h e a d tha t you 
n e v e r k n e w you h a d , fi ts it with t h e p e r f e c t i o n of a Swiss 
watch . As close as we b l u r r y h u m a n be ings can ever c o m e to 
inst inct . I h a d b e e n w o r r i e d a b o u t J e a n , as I said, bu t now I 
d i d n ' t ca re , a l t h o u g h I t h i n k she disl iked the a w k w a r d n e s s of 
h a v i n g to b r e a k a p a r t in o r d e r to get u p a n d go in to t h e 
b e d r o o m . I s t r o k e d h e r back to let h e r k n o w I wou ld d o 
a n y t h i n g f o r h e r , set f i r e to t h e r u g if she w a n t e d , lean o u t t h e 
w i n d o w in my ske le ton , m a k e a g i f t to h e r of all my insides, mv 
pulsa t ions , t h e electrici ty in my ha i r , t h e m a r r o w of my bones . 
T h a t ' s wha t they m e a n w h e n they say y o u r bowels y e a r n ; 
s o m e t h i n g t r ies to m o v e o u t t h r o u g h your skin. W e lay d o w n 
on t h e b e d in each o t h e r ' s e m b r a c e b u t d i d n ' t d o m u c h ; onlv I 
t r i ed to exp la in how lovely it was f o r h e r to have l ong ha i r . She 
s t o p p e d m e . "I d o n ' t m e a n to be sexist abou t it." I said; "It 's 
just f o r t u n a t e . " It c a m e to m e as a n i n s p i r a t i o n , an as-
ton ish ing ly f i n e a n d s u r p r i s i n g idea , tha t we shou ld f u c k each 
o t h e r now, f o r t h e e x c i t e m e n t ( a l t h o u g h s p r e a d all over) did 
seem to be c e n t e r i n g in o n e p a r t i c u l a r place a n d I was so 
bes ide myself with a c h i n g tha t I t h o u g h t she m u s t be too. A n d 
I m u s t say t h e only d i s a d v a n t a g e to its b e i n g J e a n was tha t 
t h e r e w e r e n ' t m o r e a r m s . A n y w a y at t h e e n d you d o n ' t ca re if 
you a r e f u c k i n g a r h i n o c e r o s ; you j u s t wan t to go on a n d d o it. 
She half d id it a n d I ha l f d id it, m o v i n g agains t h e r h a n d , a n d 
because J e a n knows wha t a w o m a n feels she d idn ' t s top at that 
m o m e n t b u t a little a f t e r , as soon as I h a d s t o p p e d . Then she 
said, " H e y , I t ook a ba th this t ime ," so I slid d o w n a n d very 
cleverly (I r e a d this in a book) sucked at he r , this be ing 
s o m e t h i n g I w o u l d n e v e r t h i n k u p all by myself because you 
can ' t very well p rac t ice on yourse l f , now can you? A n d we 
t r ied a little of this a n d a little of tha t , J e a n be ing as inex-
p e r i e n c e d this wav as mysel f , unt i l we e n d e d si t t ing u p in bed 
with j e a n in f r o n t of m e , my left a r m a r o u n d h e r waist a n d my 
r ight h a n d b e t w e e n h e r legs, a very b e a u t i f u l , s t a t u e s q u e pose. 
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I t h i n k t h e o t h e r takes p rac t i ce . S h e c a m e o n c e a little bit b u t 
told m e to k e e p o n , which I d i d ; she c a m e aga in , awesomely . 
Like s o m e o n e who ' s s p e a k i n g in t o n g u e s , c r y i n g o u t , s ee ing 
visions. 

" I ' m noisy ," s h e said. " I ' m s lu t t i sh ." 
" O h , d o it a g a i n , " I c r i ed a d m i r i n g l y , " d o it aga in ! " 
" D o n ' t w a n t to ," said J e a n . 
"I h o p e I fee l like a n a r m c h a i r , " I said. I t h i n k w h a t I a lways 

missed a b o u t m e n was b reas t s . J e a n ' s a r e t h e usua l s h a p e — 
d o n ' t l a u g h , I m e a n t h e y ' r e n o t conical , t h e way s o m e of us 
a r e — r o u n d e n o u g h , smal l e n o u g h ; p u l l e d d o w n by gravi ty to 
be f u l l e r u n d e r n e a t h . S h e has o n e o d d i t y ; l ight circlets of ha i r s 
r o u n d h e r a u r e o l e s . D r e a d f u l l y sexy. H o w o d d , to c a r r y t h e s e 
e m p t y milk c a r t o n s in f r o n t of us f o r sixty years , w h e t h e r we 
use t h e m o r n o t . I t h i n k m y o w n b o d y has i m p e r c e p t i b l y go t to 
be s o m e k i n d of s t a n d a r d f o r m e ; yet it was f a s c i n a t i n g to see 
h e r so d i f f e r e n t . N o t a l ine of h e r was i m p e r f e c t . My bowels 
y e a r n e d with g r a t i t u d e b e c a u s e I w a n t e d to give h e r s o m e -
t h i n g , n o t f o r a n y r e a s o n , b u t f o r my o w n re l ie f , f o r s o m e -
t h i n g tha t w a n t e d to t r a n s f e r itself o u t of m e . My t r u e love 
h a t h my h e a r t a n d I h a v e h e r s . N o t h i n g I can n a m e . T h i s m a y 
s imply h a v e b e e n a s e c o n d g r a n d idea t h a t we s h o u l d d o it 
aga in , b u t at th is p o i n t J e a n got u p a n d w e n t in to t h e b a t h -
r o o m in m y sleazy p i n k r a y o n k i m o n o (this is n o t my b a t h r o b e 
because I o w n b o t h ) . 

" M a d a m a B u t t e r f l y , " I said. 
W h e n she c a m e back , s h e sat d o w n 011 t h e b e d a n d s t a r t ed 

p u t t i n g On h e r shoes . I sa id , " Y o u ' r e not g o i n g ! " 
S h e gave m e a look which I r e c o g n i z e d , h a v i n g o n c e b e e n on 

t h e o t h e r s ide of t h e f e n c e mysel f . 
" I ' m n o t ? " 
" O h , o f c o u r s e you a r e , " 1 said, " b u t p lease , p lease , d o n ' t . 

Please stay." 
"I wan t to t h i n k a b o u t it," said my f r i e n d . She b e g a n to p u t 

011 h e r u n d e r w e a r . T h i s is t h e pa r t of t h e m o v i e o r T V special 
w h e r e h e s p e a k s to h e r au tho r i t a t i ve ly a n d she obeys , o r he 
tells h e r h o w she ' s got to be h o n e s t , so s h e bu r s t s in to t ea r s a n d 
reveals h e r p r o b l e m , which h e t h e n solves. But you a n d I 
k n o w b e t t e r : I 'm not g o i n g to give Jean an e x c u s e to pick a 
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q u a r r e l with me . A n d I d i d n ' t even try to look f o r l o r n a n d 
waif- l ike; I was m u c h too h a p p y . A n d I could th ink of n o t h i n g 
excep t h e r . I b e g g e d h e r to wait unt i l I h a d d re s sed so I could 
a c c o m p a n y h e r to t h e d o o r , so she d id . A n d I d id . W e bo th got 
decen t . S t a n d i n g at t h e d o o r with n o p r e m o n i t i o n s , waving 
g o o d b y e as if we 'd b e e n h a v i n g a late tea, with o u r c lothes on 
all t h e t ime , q u i t e respec tab ly , in as false a pos i t ion as possible. 
I saw h e r d e s c e n d t h e stairs, m e s h u t t i n g my own d o o r b e f o r e 
she r e a c h e d t h e b o t t o m a n d wen t in to t h e s t ree t . T h e r e would 
be s o m e t h i n g too f inal a b o u t t h e o t h e r way. I sat at t he k i tchen 
table, n o t to t h i n k ( t h e r e was n o t h i n g to th ink abou t ) b u t only 
to feel h e r all o v e r my skin, to w o n d e r wha t h a d g o n e w r o n g , 
how l o n g it w o u l d t ake to set r ight . T w e n t y m i n u t e s la ter t he 
p h o n e r a n g . 

"Hel lo?" I said, w o n d e r i n g w h o on e a r t h cou ld be call ing 
now. 

" Jean h e r e , " said she (a habi t she 'd p icked u p on a visit to 
E n g l a n d two s u m m e r s b e f o r e . J e a n is a s p o n g e to o t h e r peo-
ple 's m a n n e r i s m s ) . 

"Oh, jean!" said I, p l eased . 
"I f o r g o t to say g o o d b y e . " 
"You w h a t ? " I said. 
" G o o d b y e , " she said dist inct ly. 
A n d she h u n g u p . 

I let a day g o by. I d i d n ' t d o a n y t h i n g because I knew what 
w o u l d h a p p e n if I d id . It c a m e — I called the co-opera t ive a n d 
they said she 'd lef t t h e d a y b e f o r e with all h e r possessions. H e r 
family d i d n ' t k n o w w h e r e she was. I said, "You d o n ' t know}" 
over t h e t e l e p h o n e , t ry ing to m a k e t h e m feel as guilty as 
possible. T h a t ' s it. T h i s is t he p a i n f u l p a r t . I 'm subject to 
t h i n k i n g tha t I 've i n v e n t e d th ings , so f o r a while the t h o u g h t 
kep t c o m i n g back to m e tha t I 'd i n v e n t e d t h e whole love a f f a i r , 
t h o u g h tha t isn ' t possible , a n d t h e n the idea that u n r e q u i t e d 
love is ghast ly because it t u r n s in to a cult o r p h a n t a s m a g o r i a , 
s o m e t h i n g p o i s o n o u s , too p r iva te a p u p p e t show to exist. I 
w a n t e d to call t h e fami ly a n d tell t h e m I was h e r wife (or 
h u s b a n d ) b u t I d i d n ' t t h ink they 'd en joy tha t . T h e n I called 
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t h e c o - o p aga in a n d go t t h e s a m e m e s s a g e — t h e y very obli-
gingly p r o v i d e d m e wi th a s e c o n d p e r s o n to talk to, so n o b o d y 
k n e w I h a d cal led twice. L ike cal l ing t h e w e a t h e r o n t h e 
t e l e p h o n e . N o t h i n g b u t m a c h i n e s l e f t b e t w e e n p e o p l e . T e l e -
p h o n e s , taxis, le t ters , t h e d i s c a r d e d a u t o m a t a of t he m o d e r n 
love a f f a i r . I t h o u g h t p e r h a p s I 'd m a d e t h e w h o l e t h i n g u p . 
T h i s is a n a w f u l d e s p a i r . A f t e r t h e f i r s t shock you t h i n k , "Well , 
that's o v e r , " b u t w h a t d o you d o t h e n ? T h e news t h a t kills is t h e 
news t h a t m a k e s e v e r y t h i n g else imposs ib le ; you can ' t s leep o r 
go o u t o r r e a d o r wa tch T V b e c a u s e you can n o l o n g e r e n j o y 
a n y t h i n g ; I h a d n e v e r b e f o r e rea l i zed w h a t a s u b s t r a t u m of 
p u r e p l e a s u r e t h e r e is in j u s t g o i n g to s leep, f o r ins tance . J u s t 
ea t ing . All spo i l ed now. 

A n d I can ' t tell a n y o n e . I can n e v e r tell a n y o n e . 
1 d e c i d e d to t ake a walk, t h i n k i n g tha t p e r h a p s I m i g h t m e e t 

J e a n , b u t I f a l t e r e d at t h e b o t t o m of t h e stairs. S t o o d f o r a 
while o n t h e last s t ep . W h a t a p u s h it t akes to ge t o u t of t h e 
h o u s e ! H a v i n g on ly i m a g i n e d it w o u l d b e — s o m e h o w — w o r s e 
t h a n a n y t h i n g — b e t t e r to b e u n h a p p y — s o I f o r c e d myse l f o u t 
in to a w o r l d w h e r e e v e r y t h i n g was lovely ( t h e r e was a fu l l 
m o o n ) like a J e a n w h o said "I d i d n ' t real ly m e a n it, you k n o w " 
f r o m every black b u s h , f r o m eve ry g i l ded h o u s e f r o n t . I t was a 
b e a u t i f u l a n d h o r r i b l e s ight . I t h o u g h t of g o i n g back to m y 
a p a r t m e n t a n d w r i t i n g to Sally a n d Louise , b u t they w e r e n ' t 
f r i e n d s . I d i d n ' t k n o w t h e m well e n o u g h . Besides , w h a t cou ld 
I ask f r o m t h e m ? If I w e n t to visit f r i e n d s ( a n d I d o hav e o t h e r 
f r i e n d s ) I w o u l d h a v e to tell t h e m I 'd h a d a love a f f a i r with a 
m a n w h o ' d f u c k e d a n d r u n ; t h e n they 'd sav, " O h well, m e n d o 
tha t , " a n d I 'd say it wasn ' t like tha t , we w e r e old f r i e n d s ; so 
t hey 'd say " W h y d id h e leave?" B e c a u s e h e was a h o m o s e x u a l ? 
T h e n ( they 'd say) I was well r id o f h i m a n d if I k e p t o n 
g r i ev ing I was a foo l . T h e r e ' s n o equ iva l en t a n d I can ' t tell t he 
t r u t h . Wi th each s t e p it go t worse , as if I w e r e wa lk ing t h r o u g h 
molasses , m y n e r v e s all e x p o s e d , w h a t will I d o if I m e e t 
a n y o n e ? (Spies.) So I w e n t back h o m e , h a s t e n i n g all t h e way. 
T h o u g h 1 h a v e n o h o m e , really. A n d r e m e m b e r e d my past 
" d e p r e s s i o n s " w h e n I 'd t h r o w n a sc reen out t he w i n d o w in the 
p o w e r f u l , v a g u e f e a r t ha t o t h e r w i s e it w o u l d be m e . All long, 
l ong ago . sadlv. T h e r u l e n o w is f o r t h e w o u n d e d to reci te , like 
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Scar le t t , o h t o m o r r o w will be a n o t h e r day. I can ' t get back to 
my old symbol ic craz iness . I w i shed f o r C o u n t Dracu lu le , but 
he 's d e a d ; all my i m a g i n a r y m o n s t e r s a r e d e a d . It o c c u r r e d to 
m e tha t if Jean h a d called while I was ou t , I w o u l d n ' t have 
b e e n able to h e a r t h e p h o n e r ing , so I r a n t h e last block a n d u p 
t h e stairs. 

It was qu ie t . E v e r y t h i n g was exact ly the same . E v e r y t h i n g 
was ju s t as 1 h a d lef t it: t h e g l e a m i n g r e f r i g e r a t o r , t h e r e d - a n d -
b l u e cu r t a in s , vinyl table , c u p b o a r d s , whi te sink. I t h o u g h t it 
w o u l d have c h a n g e d s o m e h o w . O h , t h e d r e a r i n e s s of t ha t 
place! I t r i ed to p e r s u a d e mysel f tha t t h e r e was still s o m e 
e n j o y m e n t to be got o u t of it, b u t it l ooked d r e a d f u l . N o t h i n g 
t he r e . N o t h i n g e l s e w h e r e ; my o t h e r r o o m s w e r e equal ly intol-
e rab le . Di t to t h e o u t s i de . P e o p l e always tell you you'l l get ove r 
th ings ( a n d t h e y ' r e r igh t ) b u t wha t d o you d o while you ' r e 
ge t t i ng over it? T h e o l d j o k e : y o u r wife is b u r i e d , you w e e p on 
h e r g rave , y o u r f r i e n d s tell you in a year you'll f o r g e t it, you'll 
go o u t , m e e t s o m e o n e else, get m a r r i e d aga in . "But what ' l l 1 
d o tonight?" I f i rs t h e a r d this told a b o u t an Ital ian a n d it was 
s u p p o s e d to s h o w h o w sex-crazy I ta l ians w e r e (I th ink) , Italian 
m e n a n y h o w , b u t you k n o w wha t I m e a n . In g r a d u a t e school 
I 'd env ied t h e cats w h o c a m e in to my back ya rd and r u b b e d 
the i r fa t , wh i ske ry faces o n t h e s tems of t h e lilac bush . T h e y 
h a d it easy. I lay d o w n o n t h e c o u c h because it h u r t s less in the 
ho r i zon t a l ( the o ld lesson o f a s e a s o n e d ve t e r an of g r i e f ) a n d I 
t h o u g h t I w o u l d beg in a l e t t e r to Sa l ly—no, Louise ; Louise 
l ooked k i n d e r . But wha t can you say e x c e p t " H e l p m e ? " T h e y 
won ' t fly u p h e r e to be my lover . I could be c u n n i n g a n d tell 
t h e m M o m m y a n d D a d d y n e v e r loved me . M u m m y loved m e 
bu t she d i ed (weak giggle) . I go t u p to wri te s o m e sor t o f le t ter 
to t h e m , bu t rea l ized I h a d n ' t any idea how to begin . Jesus, I 
d idn ' t wan t to wr i te a n y b o d y . I w a n t e d to feel be t t e r is all. 
O n c e years a n d years a g o I t r ied ge t t i ng d r u n k w h e n I was 
mise rab le ; I only b e c a m e d r u n k a n d miserab le . Wha t is so 
a s ton i sh ing is to real ize tha t not only t h e p e o p l e w h o love you 
but also h u s b a n d s a n d wives, I m e a n p e o p l e b o u n d t o g e t h e r 
by a legal tie as real a n d i m p e r s o n a l as the o n e that keeps m e in 
classes a n d pays my salary every m o n t h , even these p e o p l e can 
just d i s a p p e a r like s o a p bubbles . A n d do . But my m o n e y will 
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k e e p c o m i n g in eve ry m o n t h . T h a t ' s why m o n e y is m o r e 
re l iable t h a n l o v e — p e o p l e b e c o m e mise r s this way. I t h o u g h t 
of my w o r k a n d t h e r e f o r e , g r i e f - d r u n k , sat d o w n to w o r k ; I 
d u s t e d books a n d l o o k e d t h r o u g h s o m e m a g a z i n e ar t icles I 'd 
k e p t to t h r o w away dup l i ca t e s . I c o u l d n ' t d o a n y t h i n g less 
r o u t i n e t h a n t h a t . T h e r e ' s always w o r k to do . J e a n cal led w o r k 
a b less ing. 

I sat d o w n a t t h e k i t chen table , l e a n e d my face a n d a r m s o n 
t h e cold plast ic t ab lec lo th (bu t it's p r e t t y , it is, it's an u n u s u a l 
d e e p , p l ea san t r e d ) a n d b e g a n to w e e p . N o m o r e can I s ing: I 
love mv k i t c h e n , my k i t c h e n loves m e . T h e r e ' s n o t h i n g so 
a w f u l as b e i n g ( coming ) alive. 

T h e y call th is m o u r n i n g , t ha t is: g r i e f w o r k . 

G e o r g e Eliot dep i c t s s u f f e r i n g very well: h e r h e r o i n e s just 
sit in a r o o m a n d h u r t . T h e y d o n ' t h a v e t h e m o n e y to d o 
a n y t h i n g else. In lousy novels h e r o i n e s with b r o k e n h e a r t s 
p l u n g e i n to "a m a d r o u n d of d i s s i pa t i on" a b o u t which I h a v e 
on ly o n e q u e s t i o n , i.e. w h e r e d o you f i n d it. O n e a c a d e m i c 
p a r t y A.J . ( A f t e r J e a n ) a n d f was o u t t h e d o o r a f t e r t en 
m i n u t e s wi th "a b a d h e a d a c h e . " Y o u can d r i v e a r o u n d a lot 
b u t a b e a t - u p old s ta t ion w a g o n is n o D u e s e n b e r g (The Green 
Hat, 1920's). A h ! t h e y s m o k e c iga re t t es , too , in t h o s e books . I 
cal led wr i t e r f r i e n d s in W a t e r t o w n , N.Y., in w h o s e h o u s e I 've 
always fel t at h o m e , a n d a sked f o r p e r m i s s i o n to visit t h e m : I 
was g o i n g to s t o p o v e r in N e w Y o r k Citv. 

F ine , they said. 
My N e w Y o r k f r i e n d — o n l y o n e of t h e m bu t t h e o n e to t h e 

p u r p o s e , f o r I wasn ' t g o i n g to see a n v of t h o s e p e o p l e left o v e r 
f r o m col lege, i.e. t h e a m a t e u r T h e s p i a n who 'd m a r r i e d a n d 
m o v e d in to t h e s u b u r b s a n d w h o d id n o t h i n g n o w but pick u p 
a f t e r an i m m e n s e l y d e s t r u c t i v e two \ e a r -o ld . o r t h e th i r tv-
year -o ld i n s e c u r e s p i n s t e r w h o w o r k e d f o r an o p e r a m a g a z i n e 
a n d t h o u g h t m a r r i a g e w o u l d solve e v e r y t h i n g , o r t h e Phi Be ta 
K a p p a p o e t w h o works at a secre ta r ia l j o b , g e t t i n g d r u n k o n 
w e e k - e n d s a n d w i sh ing she w e r e back at s c h o o l — a s I said, my 
real , live f r i e n d is a gav m a n a few yea r s o l d e r t h a n me . W e met 
a f t e r a ballet m a t i n e e which I h a d sat t h r o u g h in such c o m -
ple te , imp lacab le , host i le s i lence that I had caused several of 
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t h e p e o p l e a r o u n d m e to b e c o m e acutely ne rvous , at least I 
cer ta in ly h o p e so. H i g h a r t d o e s n ' t neu t r a l i ze misery, f a r f r o m 
it. A n d ballet c o m b i n e s obsessively r o m a n t i c , he t e ro sexua l 
love s tor ies with a thle t ics a n d you -know-wha t . (Rose a n d I 
a f t e r Swan Lake, c ry ing in to o u r cof fee . ) It 's r id icu lous . I me t 
Stevie at an e x p e n s i v e cha in r e s t a u r a n t place o n West E igh th 
t h a t s e rves n o t h i n g b u t F r e n c h c r e p e s ; you k n o w , f a k e 
w o o d e n b e a m s , f a n c y B r e t o n c o s t u m e s o n t h e waitresses, t he 
m e n u h a n d - c a l l i g r a p h e d in two l anguages , a n d r igh t ou t in 
the m i d d l e of t h e r o o m ( w h e r e you cou ld watch t h e c r epes 
be ing m a d e ) a l a rge g r i d d l e with t h e f a k e m e n a g e r e of this 
f a k e t ave rn a n d vats of t h e s t u f f they p u t in to the i r pancakes : 
sp inach , cheese , h a m , c h e s t n u t s , w h i p p e d c r e a m , j a m , all that . 
It 's n o t b a d f o o d , really. I was in love with Stevie years a n d 
years ago , w h e n I was t w e n t y - o n e a n d bel ieved tha t d r e a m s 
c a m e t r u e . T h i n k i n g of t hose d a y s — t h e r e was my old f r i e n d 
Rose ( r e m e m b e r her?) , t h e r e w e r e s p l e n d i d p ink sunse ts in 
m i d - w i n t e r w h e n I was c o m i n g to g r o u p t h e r a p y , o r s u m m e r 
even ings with t h e d i r ty a i r t u r n i n g a del ica te rose a n d b lue a n d 
t h e t r ees o n P a r k A v e n u e (a lmost d e a d of t h e dus t ) smel l ing 
f r e s h , b u t only w h e n you w e r e very close to t h e m . 

Stevie's a g o o d f r i e n d now: willful , tense , h a r d - w o r k i n g , 
g o o d to lots of p e o p l e , e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y w e l l - i n f o r m e d a n d 
wel l - read . H e cou ld n o m o r e live w h e r e I d o t h a n a fish could 
m i g r a t e to D e a t h Valley. I saw h i m b e f o r e h e saw me, a n d 
waved ; c a t ch ing s ight of me , h e p a t t e d the place se t t ing op-
posi te h im , m e a n i n g of c o u r s e t ha t I s h o u l d a p p r o a c h a n d sit 
d o w n . H e b e a m e d at me . H e was w e a r i n g o n e of those d r e a d -
fully r e c h e r c h e t h i n g s h e loves; this t ime it was a r h i n e s t o n e 
pin in the s h a p e of a pa i r of kissing lips. S tuck on a f i sh-ne t 
shir t . W h i c h , with l e a t h e r sho r t s a n d sandals , a n d a Viking 
b e a r d , gives you s o m e idea whv Stevie would be s toned to 
d e a t h in (say) W a t e r t o w n , N.Y. I sat d o w n a n d we m a d e nice 
a n d kissed each o t h e r a n d exc la imed a lot. a n d asked a b o u t 
eve rybody ' s f r i e n d s a n d re la t ions , like t h e p e o p l e in Pooh. I 
c o m p l i m e n t e d h im o n his b e a r d , which had s q u a r e d of f since 
t h e last t ime I 'd seen h im . I had s u d d e n l y a n d very intensely 
t h e f ee l ing tha t Stevie is s m a r t e r t han I, b r ave r , s t r o n g e r , 
be t t e r , m o r e k n o w i n g ; I a d m i r e d h im a n d f e a r e d h im. 
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I was g o i n g to tell h i m a b o u t J e a n . 
H e o r d e r e d s p i n a c h - a n d - c h e e s e . I go t g r e e d y a n d o r d e r e d 

c h e s t n u t s a n d w h i p p e d c r e a m . 
"Well , love, how ' s t h e wor ld been t r e a t i n g you?" h e said. 
I go t shy. I d e s c r i b e d in m e l o d r a m a t i c de ta i l t h e h e a d a c h e s 

of m a r k i n g p a p e r s , s u m m e r c l ean ing , g e t t i n g t h e car f i x e d , 
my a c a d e m i c - u g l y n e i g h b o r s . 

" A h , y o u ' r e a N e w Y o r k e r at h e a r t , " h e said. 
I to ld h i m it wasn ' t so b a d b e i n g away if you s tayed g l u e d to 

t h e T V . W e b o t h s n i c k e r e d . I to ld h i m my surv ivor ' s ins t incts 
h a d b e c o m e a t r o p h i e d a f t e r such a l o n g t ime away; I w o u l d n ' t 
b e ab le to f u n c t i o n a n y m o r e . H e l a u g h e d a n d s h o o k his h e a d . 
T h e n I b e g a n hes i t an t ly to tell h i m tha t I 'd h a d a b a d love 
a f f a i r , u s i n g p h r a s e s like " t h e p e r s o n " o r " t h e o t h e r p e r s o n . " 
It o c c u r r e d to m e tha t I cou ld e v e n use J e a n ' s rea l n a m e 
because p e o p l e w o u l d c o n f u s e it with G e n e , a m a n ' s n a m e . 

Finally h e said, " D a r l i n g E s t h e r , th is fe l low is no good." H e 
h a d r e s t ed his ch in in his h a n d s , l i s t en ing in ten t ly . 

" H e ' s n o t a fe l low," I said , c o n f u s e d . " H e ' s my best f r i e n d . " 
H e t sked a n d d e m u r r e d . H e smi led a n d a wry look c a m e 

in to his face . " W o u l d / like h i m ? " h e said. W e ' d h a d a r u n n i n g 
j o k e f o r yea r s a b o u t t h e s imilar i t ies of o u r tas te in m e n . I 
l o o k e d d o w n . R e d - a l e r t s e v e r y w h e r e . D o n ' t say it; h e won ' t 
l ike it. Bu t why no t? 

"I t ' s a w o m a n , " I said. 
Stevie said n o t h i n g . I gues s he ' s t h u n d e r s t r u c k . S u r p r i s e d , 

an ) wav. Desp i t e (or b e c a u s e o f ) t h e c h i n a col lect ion, his a f f ec -
ta t ion of h a t i n g polit ics, his de s i r e to be a n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r v 
Russ ian a r i s toc ra t , t h e r h i n e s t o n e p ins , etc. , Stevie is a very 
g o o d - l o o k i n g m a n , a n d s i t t ing h e r e , t r y ing to cover rav e m -
b a r r a s s m e n t o r my s t i f fne s s at his e m b a r r a s s m e n t o r his e m -
b a r r a s s m e n t — 1 feel an ee r i e r e t u r n of t ha t love o f t e n years 
ago . H o w I h a d l iked h i m ! (1 like h i m still.) 1 w a n t e d h im 
because h e was u n a t t a i n a b l e — t h a t was t h e off ic ia l vers ion . 
No . I l iked h i m b e c a u s e h e was on mv side. 

H e looked u p . his face c losed . H e said: 
" W h e n o n e gets to a ce r t a in age . t he r e ' s t h e de s i r e to e x p e r i -

m e n t . You know, to t r \ e v e r y t h i n g . " A yea r ago I wou ld have 
a g r e e d . 
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" N o , " I said. 
O p p o r t u n e l y , t h e f o o d c a m e . 
It was d i s a p p r o v a l ; it was also a k ind of s h r i n k i n g . P e r h a p s 

h e wants s t ra igh t f r i e n d s . I d o n ' t know. W h e n I f irst met him I 
was shy, a m a z e d , a n d very p u t o f f , bu t Stevie doesn ' t m i n d 
middle-c lass p e o p l e w h o a r e p u t o f f ; h e thr ives on it; I 've seen 
h im h a n d l e r o o m f u l s of middle-c lass p e o p l e w h o d i s a p p r o v e 
of h im a n d d o it so well t ha t e v e r y b o d y wen t awav g lowing 
with consc ious v i r tue . B u t now I've d o n e s o m e t h i n g w r o n g . 

W e a te silently. 
T h e n h e said, r a t h e r a f f e c t e d all of a s u d d e n , f o r Stevie can 

t u r n h imse l f ins ide o u t like a glove: 
" D e a r m e , this is a s u r p r i s e ! " 
I b e g a n to exp la in tha t I h a d t r ied to be g o o d but I just 

c o u l d n ' t t ake m e n a n y m o r e . S t ra igh t m e n . that is. H e said, 
m a k i n g a face : 

" O h , 1 see. Lady ' s lib." 
N o w I 've a sked h i m b e f o r e no t to call it that . T h i s is Stevie's 

m a l i c i o u s s ide : g e t - a w a y - f r o m - m e - o r - I ' l l - s c r a i c h . The n e x t 
s tep is f o r m e to r e m e m b e r tha t he 's s u f f e r e d worse t h a n I. 
t ha t h e has b e e n — o r cou ld b e — b e a t e n u p in publ ic , that h e 
cou ld be killed, tha t n o t h i n g I 've g o n e t h r o u g h can hold a 
c a n d l e to wha t h e has. T h i n g s always go well a f t e r this stage, 

"Don ' t use t ha t w o r d , " I said. "I t ' s bel i t t l ing." 
His eyes n a r r o w e d . He ' s g o i n g to d rawl . H e pu t his chin in 

his h a n d s , a n d l e a n i n g his e lbows 011 t h e f ake ta in \ oak of the 
r e s t a u r a n t table, said de l ibe ra t e ly : 

"Lit t le Es the r ' s g o i n g in f o r t he mili tant m a r c h i n g a n d 
c h o w d e r society. Y o u ' r e los ing y o u r sense of h u m o r , d e a r . " 

I s t a r ed . 
H e said, " Y o u ' r e n o t gay. Y o u ' r e just be ing p r o g r a m m a t i c . 

For Lady ' s Lib." 
" W o m e n a r e o p p r e s s e d , " said I s u d d e n l y . (What can o n e 

say?) 
" O p p r e s s e d ! " cr ied th is s u d d e n s t r a n g e r in a c racked voice. 

"You don ' t k n o w what t h e w o r d m e a n s , da r l i ng ! O p p r e s s i o n 
in y o u r h a p p y , s h e l t e r e d little l ife?" 

H e said I was a parasi t ic , s e l f - i ndu lgen t , pet ty , s tup id , b o u r -
geois woman. 
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H e said 1 s h o u l d t ry b e i n g b e a t e n u p by t h e police. 
" B r e e d e r s ! " h e m u t t e r e d , t h e co lo r c o m i n g back i n to his 

face. B r e e d e r s is Stevie 's t e r m of c o n t e m p t f o r t h e s t ra igh t s . 
I to ld h i m — b u t I d i d n ' t . I said, " O h , n e v e r m i n d . " T h e 

r e s t a u r a n t c u c k o o clock s t ruck f ive. A B a v a r i a n c u c k o o clock 
of c a r v e d w o o d , t h e w r o n g t h i n g in t h e w r o n g place. 

T h e w h o l e q u a r r e l h a d t a k e n t h r e e a n d a ha l f m i n u t e s . 
I le f t m y f o o d — a n d with w o n d e r f u l , u n c o n s c i o u s c u n n i n g , 

also t h e c h e c k — a n d ha i l ed a taxi . L e a n i n g my h e a d o u t t h e 
w i n d o w to r e f r e s h myse l f wi th t h e gaso l ine f u m e s . G e t t i n g m y 
b r e e d e r ' s b o d y sick. I k n o w I can ' t tell m y wr i t e r f r i e n d s a b o u t 
J e a n b u t I'll tell t h e m a b o u t f e m i n i s m b e c a u s e t h a t cu ts across 
e v e r y t h i n g . W h e n I was seven yea r s old I h a d a best f r i e n d 
cal led Y o l a n d a w h o was Black; 1 d i d n ' t k n o w w h a t b e i n g Black 
m e a n t a n d I ce r t a in ly d i d n ' t k n o w w h a t b e i n g a h o m o s e x u a l 
m e a n t , b u t I jo l ly well k n e w w h a t b e i n g a girl m e a n t . In a t h e n -
c u r r e n t F r e d A s t a i r e m o v i e cal led " Y o l a n d a a n d t h e T h i e f ' 
t h e th ie f ( w h o was p r o b a b l v F r e d As ta i re , t h i n k i n g back o n it) 
d a n c e d ove r t h e skyl ine of N e w Y o r k while Y o l a n d a w a t c h e d 
h im. W h e n Y o l a n d a a n d I g r e w u p (we p l a n n e d it t ha t way) we 
w o u l d d o t h e m o v i e o v e r aga in , on ly this t ime it w o u l d b e 
Y o l a n d a a n d m e d a n c i n g ove r t h e tall bu i ld ings . Y o l a n d a n o t 
only h a d a w o n d e r f u l n a m e , she was very i n d e p e n d e n t ; s h e 
got a q u a r t e r f r o m h e r f a t h e r eve ry week f o r m o p p i n g t h e 
b a t h r o o m f loo r . I t r i ed t ha t bu t m y p a r e n t s w o u l d n ' t let m e . 
T l i e v p r e f e r r e d to give m e th ings . 

I — t h e old m e who ' s just go t Stevie so m a d at h e r — b e g a n to 
crv in t h e taxi . It 's all such a t i r e s o m e p u d d l e of f a i l u re . 
T h e r e ' s th is h o r r i b l e ins i s tence (just as if s o m e b o d y w e r e 
r i d i n g in t h e cab n e x t to m e a n d n a g g i n g me) tha t I o u g h t to 
u n d e r s t a n d Stevie , t ha t I o u g h t to m a k e a l lowances , tha t I 've 
b e h a v e d bad ly , tha t I 'm sel f ish . I t h o u g h t of a sk ing t h e cab-
d r i v e r to t ake m e to a gay ba r , bu t was i n t e r f e r e d with by a 
m e m o r y f r o m a b o o k : w o m a n asks cabb ie to t ake h e r " w h e r e 
w o m e n go ." H e says "R igh t , lady," a n d lets h e r off at t h e 
Y .W.C.A, Years a g o a p a i n t e r f r i e n d of m i n e was s l o p p e d o n 
E igh th S t ree t by a small , d a r k f o r e i g n m a n with a m o n o b r o w 
w h o hissed at h i m f r o m b e h i n d o n e h a n d , " W h e r e a r e t h e 
secret p laces?" My f r i e n d , of c o u r s e , d id not know. As he said: 
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If you can ' t m a k e it with t h e p e o p l e you k n o w — 
T h e n what? 
Anyway it's go t n o t h i n g to d o with m e ; I 'm no t a Lesbian . 

Lesbians . Lez -bee -yuns . Les beans . Les h u m a n - b e a n s ? 
I 'm a J ean - i s t . 
A nas ty little t u n e I c o u l d n ' t p lace fo l lowed m e in to t h e cab, 

to my hotel , t h r o u g h t h e M e t r o p o l i t a n M u s e u m t h e n e x t day , 
o u t to t h e a i r p o r t , like a snail leaving d i sgus t ing little t racks on 
the E u r o p e a n pa in t i ngs , t h e M i d d l e Eas t e rn ca rpe t s , t he fancy 
a i r p o r t l u n c h e o n , t h e jets t ak ing o f f , e v e r y t h i n g I a m sup-
posed to en joy . It was a b o u t s o m e b o d y look ing f o r a j o b in t h e 
last c e n t u r y a n d n e v e r ge t t i ng o n e because ( h e r e t h e r e f r a i n 
would c o m e in): 

I a sked t h e r e a s o n why. 
H e said, N o w d o n ' t you see tha t sign? 
No Irish need apply. 

T h o u g h it was a b o u t a m a n look ing f o r a j o b , no t a w o m a n . 
Always a m a n . 

Pain is b o r i n g . T h a t ' s t h e wors t of it. 1 c r ied so m u c h in t hose 
two days t ha t I h a d to p u t o n d a r k glasses in se l f -de fense . I 
won ' t b o t h e r you with t h e detai ls : t he sobb ing in the publ ic 
rest r o o m , t h e h a u g h t y , i n j u r e d look you p u t on to conceal t he 
fact t ha t you 've b e e n c ry ing . I f lew u p t o — s o u n d s very sophis-
t icated, d o e s n ' t i t ? — b u t my p l a n e was a t iny o n e of a line I 
won ' t m e n t i o n , a sor t of f ly ing T o o n e r v i l l e T ro l l ey tha t carr ies 
baby chicks a n d live lobs ters as o f t e n as p e o p l e (and airmail) 
a n d sits o u t on t h e f ield as if in flat den ia l of t he laws of 
a e r o d y n a m i c s : You m e a n I 'm g o i n g to fly in that? Half t he 
s tops a r e m a d e in p o r t s tha t d o n ' t have cen t ra l towers o r 
g r o u n d - t o - a i r r a d i o ; you j u s t c o m e in f o r a good look a n d take 
t h e c h a n c e tha t n o b o d y else wan t s to l and on the s a m e pa tch of 
grass. I f o u n d myself n e x t to a little old Ital ian lady w h o was 
c a r r y i n g vast quan t i t i e s of b u n d l e s : b r e a d , salami, cheese, 
wool, sausages , sweaters , G o d knows what . It seems this was 
s tu f f h e r relat ives h a d given h e r . She exp l a ined in bad English 
that she 'd c o m e in on the m o r n i n g p l a n e a n d was go ing back 
on t h e a f t e r n o o n o n e . W e s p r e a d h e r b u n d l e s on the seats 
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b e h i n d us ( T o o n e r v i l l e is n e v e r ful l ) a n d t h e n I h id b e h i n d a 
b o o k . T h e a f f r o n t of all tha t u p s t a t e N e w York s c e n e r y — b l u e 
sky, whi t e c louds , m o u n t a i n - c o l o r e d m o u n t a i n s (as the Chi-
nese say). P romise s , p r o m i s e s . A y o u n g u n m a r r i e d c o u p l e (no 
r ing) across t h e aisle was r e a d i n g a copy of Life m a g a z i n e , sort 
of l e a f i n g t h r o u g h it a n d l o o k i n g at t h e p ic tu res . T h e y were 
work ing-c lass A p p a l a c h i a , I suspec t , c o v e r i n g bad n u t r i t i o n 
a n d lack of m e a n s with lots of m a k e - u p in h e r case a n d lots of 
s e l f - a s s e r t i v e n e s s in his . S h e w o r e a b e e h i v e h a i r d o a n d 
s n e a k e r s with h e r p i n k d re s s , h e , s o m e sor t of sleazy, g r e e n 
r a y o n suit . S h e l o o k e d a r o u n d t h e p l a n e slowly a n d won-
d e r i n g l y (it was a l m o s t e m p t y e x c e p t f o r us a n d a fami ly in 
back) , a p p a r e n t l y r a t h e r b o r e d , a n d said: 

"I be t this n e x t e lec t ion will be d i f f e r e n t b e c a u s e — " ( h e r e 
she n a m e d a c u r r e n t g o v e r n m e n t scandal) . 

" N o it won ' t , " h e sa id . " W h y s h o u l d it? It w o n ' t be. T h a t ' s 
ful l of c r a p . " A n d h e w e n t back to r e a d i n g . She l o o k e d a r o u n d 
aga in , a little d e s p e r a t e l y — i t ' s n o t b o r e d o m , j u s t t h e last-
d i t ch , , l i p - w e t t i n g , o h w h a t shal l I d o n o w . T h e y l e a f e d 
t h r o u g h t h e p i c tu res . 

" O h hey ," she said, " look at tha t . I sn ' t t ha t we i rd? It says 
we ' r e all d e s c e n d e d f r o m f ish . J u s t imag ine , a mil l ion years 
ago y o u r g r e a t - g r e a t - g r e a t - g r a n d a d d v was a f i sh ." I t h o u g h t 
this r a t h e r imag ina t ive . H e twi t ched the m a g a z i n e p a g e ou t of 
h e r f i n g e r s , say ing s h a r p l y : 

" Jesus , y o u ' d bel ieve a n y t h i n g . " 
A g a i n t h e g l ance r o u n d , to h i d e h e r e m b a r r a s s m e n t . She 

was r a d i a t i n g d u m b n e s s in all d i r ec t ions . W e all k n o w tha t 
s e l f - d e p r e c a t i n g u h - o h I p u t my foo t in it. S h e got s t u p i d e r 
a n d p r e t t i e r as I w a t c h e d ( f r o m b e h i n d my book) . Finally she 
wet h e r lips a n d with an e x a g g e r a t e d l y casual air . s l ipped h e r 
a r m u n d e r his a n d m a d e a little kiss ing face at h im . T h i s h e 
l iked. So thev b e g a n to neck . I m a g i n e fo r ty years of this. 
T h i n k how girls like tha t ideal ize m e n w h o "act like gen t le -
m e n . " I a t t e m p t e d to d i s a p p e a r in to m v seat a n d m e d i t a t e d 
why b e a u t i f u l a lways m e a n s expens ive , why in o r d e r to be 
"na tu ra l l y b e a u t i f u l " you n e e d t h e c lever ha i r cu t , t h e skin 
c o n d i t i o n e r , t h e g o o d die t , t h e cod liver oil, t h e d e n t a l work , 
t he f a s h i o n a b l y - f i t t i n g c lo thes , t h e e x p e n s i v e s h a m p o o , t h e 
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medica l bills, t h e exerc ise . Always m o n e y . T h e voices of my 
inar t icu la te , radical y o u n g s t u d e n t s a r e ful l of m o n e y . 

T h e n I t h o u g h t of J e a n , w h o r ad ia t e s no t only m o n e y bu t a 
f r i g h t e n i n g p e r s o n a l fo rce , a t ru ly t e r r i f y ing , u n c o n s i c o u s 
d e t e r m i n a t i o n — s h e t h i n k s e v e r y b o d y has it. I d r i f t e d away, 
p leased at f i rs t , t h e n r e m e m b e r e d she d i d n ' t want me . Bad . 

I was r e s c u e d by a t h u n d e r s t o r m , w a t e r sh ive r ing across t h e 
w indows a n d b l u e g l a re you w o u l d n ' t believe. T h e p l ane 
d r o p p e d twen ty fee t a n d lef t o u r s t o m a c h s on t h e ceiling. T h e 
pilot ( chuck l ing on t h e i n t e r c o m ) told us he 'd g o t t e n careless, 
h e h h e h , a n d it was on ly a little local s t o r m h e h h e h a n d we'd 
be o u t of it in a m i n u t e a n d in to W a t e r t o w n . Wow, a joke, 
r igh t? 

It go t b e t t e r b u t n o t m u c h ; t h e r e was a bad , b u m p y descen t 
a n d I b e g a n to get airsick. 

T h e pilot is a m u s e d . S o m e o n e has p laced tha t a b o m i n a b l e 
y o u n g c o u p l e r i g h t in my way w h e n we all know such scenes of 
m u t u a l n e u r o s i s a n d d e g r a d a t i o n a r e f ew a n d f a r be tween in 
this o u r f r e e , m o d e r n , sexual ly l ibe ra ted l and . 

Is s o m e b o d y t ry ing to tell m e s o m e t h i n g ? 

H u g h a n d El len Selby live in W a t e r t o w n , N.Y., n e a r the 
C a n a d i a n b o r d e r , in a vast, r a m b l i n g Cha r l e s A d d a m s m a n -
s i o n — t h e r e is a s tory t ha t a leak in the roo f o n c e h a d to be 
r e p a i r e d by he l i cop t e r . T h e i r p lace has b e e n a mecca f o r the i r 
f r i e n d s f o r years . T h e Selbys, because they a re wri ters , k n o w 
what n o b o d y else does : I m e a n , why wr i te rs need quie t , why 
they k e e p o d d h o u r s , why p e o p l e can ' t always stay w h e r e 
t hey ' r e b o r n , why p u b l i s h e r s a r e n o g o o d at all, why si t t ing still 
a n d t h i n k i n g is h a r d w o r k . H e edi ts va r ious k inds of spe-
cialized technica l books ; she wri tes ch i ld r en ' s fantas ies , very 
g o o d ones . Ellen g r ew u p in Kansas , in s o m e F u n d a m e n t a l i s t 
sect (which I n e v e r got q u i t e s t r a i g h t ) — n o cards , n o d a n c i n g , 
n o movies, n o m a k e - u p , n o d r i n k i n g . She takes ch i ld ren a n d 
wha t c h i l d r e n r e a d very ser iously. H u g h comes f r o m a m o r e 
o r d i n a r y small town bu t w h e n asked a b o u t it h e will only 
giggle a n d light w o o d e n m a t c h e s with his feet (hones t ) ; bu t I 
u n d e r s t a n d that they b o t h lef t t he i r respect ive h o m e s as soon 
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as they c o u l d . El len is t h e s t eady o n e ; H u g h is sho r t , fa t , a n d 
wear s o l d - f a s h i o n e d s t r i p e d b a t h i n g suits in t h e s u m m e r , ove r 
which his u n c u t g r e y b e a r d f loa ts like S p a n i s h moss . T h e 
Selbys, in a d d i t i o n to p l a n t i n g t h e d e l p h i n i u m s in t he i r f r o n t 
y a r d in a h a m m e r - a n d - s i c k l e p a t t e r n , h a v e ins ide the i r h o u s e 
a vast p o r t r a i t of G r a n d f a t h e r M a o — t h i s is a j o k e b u t t h e 
n e i g h b o r s can ' t b e t r u s t e d to u n d e r s t a n d it. 

Ellen c o o k s — p l a i n l y b u t well. H u g h has w a t e r - f i g h t s a n d 
g r e e n p e a - f i g h t s in r e s t a u r a n t s ( somet imes ) . 

T h e r e a r e in t h e Selby m a n s i o n f o u r fireplaces, a t a n k of 
t rop ica l f i sh , s t a t u e t t e s of m o n s t e r s f r o m o u t e r space , a l iving 
r o o m th i r ty f ee t by th i r ty f ee t , a n d a mi sce l l aneous col lect ion 
of V ic to r i an p l u s h f u r n i t u r e : g r e e n a n d r o s e - r e d a r e t h e 
p r e d o m i n a n t colors . 

S o m e of t h e f u r n i t u r e is f a l l i ng a p a r t . 
You f i n d m a n u s c r i p t s e v e r y w h e r e , s o m e t i m e s even in t h e 

( s epa ra t e ) g a r a g e . 
My f r i e n d s ' o n e f a u l t is t h a t t hey d o n ' t bel ieve n a m e s r u n in 

cycles a n d t h a t t h e n a m e o f t he i r i n f a n t d a u g h t e r — A n y a — i s 
p a r t o f t h e n e w wave of f a s h i o n a f t e r S h e r r i , Debb i , Dee , a n d 
Leslie. Li t t le Ivan , little A n y a , little T o b i a s , a r e t h e n a m e s of 
t h e f u t u r e . T h e Selbys t h i n k they p i c k e d ou t t he i r d a u g h t e r ' s 
n a m e all by t h e m s e l v e s . 

As ide f r o m tha t , it's t h e bes t o f all poss ib le wor lds . 

I t ook a taxi f r o m t h e a i r p o r t a n d w a l k e d in; Ellen was in t h e 
k i t chen . W h e n she h e a r d m e , she c a m e o u t a n d p u t h e r a r m s 
a r o u n d m e . 

" M m , " I said. " W h a t d o I smel l?" ( S o m e t h i n g c o o k i n g , tha t 
is.) My i a s ides k n o w t h a t t h e Selbys a r e my real m o m m a a n d 
p o p p a . T h e y t h e m s e l v e s o f t e n m e n t i o n y o u n g wr i te r s w h o 
w a n t to be a d o p t e d by t h e m , but I 've n e v e r p r e s u m e d so f a r . I 
w e n t o u t at El len 's d i r e c t i o n in to t h e back y a r d to ge t l e t tuce 
f r o m t h e k i t c h e n g a r d e n . I 'm such a bad c o o k — o r r a t h e r a 
n o n - c o o k (I o f t e n get i n t e r e s t e d in r e a d i n g a n d let t h e f o o d 
b u r n ) t h a t I ea t well only w h e n at f r i e n d s ' house s . Years ago I 
u s e d to b e very e m b a r r a s s e d at t h e a w k w a r d n e s s of my f i rs t 
h o u r with t h e Selbys, each t ime I v i s i t ed—1 used to t h i n k it was 
my f a u l t — b u t n o w we all s eem to accept it. It 's o n e of t hose 
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th ings tha t h a p p e n s wi th f r i e n d s o n e sees only twice a year . 
1 gave El len t h e le t tuce to w a s h — s h e insists she knows 

w h e r e e v e r y t h i n g is a n d I 'd only be in the w a y — a n d wa tched 
while she c h o p p e d it i n to t h e salad. Ellen is for ty- f ive a n d t r im 
r a t h e r t h a n p r e t t y ; n o n e t h e l e s s h e r ges tu re s a n d a t t i t udes 
have tha t e x t r a o r d i n a r y in te res t o r g l a m o r o r beau ty o r what -
have-you tha t s o m e p e o p l e r ad ia t e . O n e m i g h t call it a u t h o r i t y 
o r o n e m i g h t call it love. 1 d o n ' t m e a n tha t I love Ellen in the 
o r d i n a r y way o r t h a t I ' m sexual ly a t t r ac t ed to h e r . I m e a n she 's 
a blessing. 

H u g h is a m a d , p l u m p owl (his r o u n d glasses) w h o h a n g s 
f r o m ceil ings, wigg l ing his b a r e toes. ( H e has actual ly b e e n 
k n o w n to d o this w h e n pa r t i e s o c c u r in houses with e x p o s e d 
beams . ) 

Ellen took c lo thes o u t of t h e w a s h e r a n d p u t t h e m in t h e 
dryer . She let m e h e l p h e r set t h e d i n n e r tab le in t h e n e x t 
r o o m : i.e. she h a n d e d m e t h e d i shes a n d I took t h e m in. T h e 
Selbys have a d i n n e r table tha t seats f o u r t e e n , t h o u g h t h e r e 
a r e s e l d o m tha t m a n y p e o p l e in t h e h o u s e at o n e t ime. 

"No , f o u r , " said Ellen. 
"Anya?" I said. (Anya is two m o n t h s old.) 
" S o m e b o d y else," s h e said. She went d o w n in to the cellar f o r 

c a n n e d g o o d s a n d p re se rves . (She p u t s u p p rese rves , too.) 
J u s t b e f o r e d i n n e r H u g h d e s c e n d e d f r o m the h i g h e r re-

g ions of t h e h o u s e , glasses a n d all, a n d s t a r t ed p o k i n g into the 
oven ( a f t e r saying hel lo to me , of course ) . Le t t e r s a n d pack-
ages were s ca t t e r ed all ove r t h e k i t chen ; h e s t a r t ed o p e n i n g 
s o m e of t h e m a n d m a k i n g i n t e r e s t e d noises: chuckles , m i m e d 
disbel ief , s o u n d s of w o n d e r . I t ook p a p e r n a p k i n s in to t h e 
d i n i n g r o o m a n d laid t h e m in a h e a p on t h e table. ( T h e Selbys 
a r e not f o rma l . ) W e t r o o p e d in to the d i n i n g r o o m , w h e r e 
Ellen h a d laid o u t e v e r y t h i n g o n those h e a t - p r o o f pads . 

T h e bell r a n g . 
" T h e r e she is," said Ellen. She a n d H u g h looked g u a r d e d l y 

at each o t h e r ; they h a d a p p a r e n t l y been t r a p p e d in to h a v i n g 
d i n n e r with s o m e o n e they d i d n ' t like. W e d o n ' t want that o n e 
h e r e . I saw " tha t o n e " in t h e old p ie r glass o p p o s i t e the coat 
rack in t h e ha l l—a series of b l u e - a n d - w h i t e re f lec t ions spo t t ed 
a n d s ta ined b y t h e l ep rosy of the old g l a s s — a n d t h e n 1 saw h e r 
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c o m e in t h r o u g h t h e k i t chen . 
"Lesl ie ," said El len . " T h i s is E s t h e r . " 
" E s t h e r , Lesl ie ," said H u g h , sa t is f ied . 
Leslie was a tall twen ty - two-yea r -o ld with l o n g fa i r ha i r like 

Alice Liddel l ' s , l o n g legs in impeccab le , f l a r e d whi te t r ouse r s , 
wh i t e wedg ies , a n d a b lue , c l ing ing , fri l ly ny lon t a n k t o p tha t 
k e p t p u l l i n g u p a b o v e h e r be l ly -bu t ton . I h a d n e v e r seen such 
e x p e n s i v e c lo thes . S h e was a n e x - s t u d e n t f r o m R i c h m o n d , Va. 
w h o " w r o t e " a n d w h o h a d c o m e to W a t e r t o w n only G o d 
k n o w s why; s h e h a d t a k e n a small h o u s e o u t s i d e of t own , she 
said. As s h e a t e h e r sa lad , she k e p t p u l l i n g l angu id ly at t h e 
t ank t o p to ge t it to m e e t h e r t r o u s e r s , b u t you cou ld see t ha t 
this was on ly a g e s t u r e ; h e r h e a r t wasn ' t in it. 

El len h e l p e d h e r to s o m e c a n n e d pa te . 
"Merc i , " said Leslie, wi th an i m p e c c a b l e accent . I h a d a 

s u d d e n y e n to a n n o u n c e tha t I cou ld u n d e r s t a n d only Yid-
d ish . Leslie t a lked f o r a whi le a b o u t h e r family 's m a i d in 
R i c h m o n d a n d h o w t h e m a i d was p h o b i c a b o u t snakes in t h e 
g a r d e n b u t h a d to go t h e r e every d a y to get f lowers f o r t h e 
d i n n e r table . 

T h e y h a d a w o n d e r f u l d o g n a m e d C h a m p i o n , a m a l e m u t e 
w h o h a d to stay i n d o o r s in t h e a i r - c o n d i t i o n i n g mos t of t h e 
year . Lesl ie w e n t r i g h t o n , all a b o u t M o t h e r a n d F a t h e r a n d 
t h e m a i d a n d t h e cook . S h e t h o u g h t h e r own g i r l h o o d was 
f a sc ina t ing . 

Leslie h a d b e e n t h e m o s t b e a u t i f u l girl in R i c h m o n d . 
El len was g e t t i n g a n n o y e d at b e i n g a d d r e s s e d in s n i p p e t s of 

F r e n c h , I c o u l d tell. T h e way she shows it is t ha t she gets very 
s teady, very c o n t r o l l e d , a n d h e r voice b e c o m e s pe r f ec t l y civil. 

Leslie said, " G e o r g i e a n d I t h i n k we'll go to G r e e c e this fall. 
W h e n I g o back h o m e in S e p t e m b e r , I'll j u s t h a v e to leave, you 
know. I c o u l d n ' t s t a n d t h e w i n t e r . " S h e s t a r t e d t a lk ing a b o u t 
this i s land t h e y ' d g o n e to t h e yea r b e f o r e which n o b o d y else 
h a d d i s c o v e r e d ye t ; y o u h a d to ge t t h e r e by w a t e r - t a x i . 
G e o r g i e (she e x p l a i n e d ) was G e o r g e t t e , t h e t e a c h e r Leslie h a d 
b e e n l iving with eve r s ince she ' d g r a d u a t e d f r o m t h e U n i v e r -
sity of S o u t h F lo r ida . G e o r g i e h a d a n a w f u l lot of m o n e y . Bu t 
t h e o w n e r of t h e a p a r t m e n t b u i l d i n g w h e r e she a n d G e o r g i e 
lived in R i c h m o n d w o u l d n ' t let t h e m t ake Ti t i to t h e swim-
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m i n g poo l o n t h e r o o f . W a s n ' t t ha t a w f u l ? Ti t i was a silver 
S iamese with m a r v e l o u s b l u e eyes. T h e i r b u i l d i n g h a d a swim-
m i n g pool , a b o u t i q u e , a d o o r m a n , a s a u n a , a p r iva te T V 
system, a n d a q u a r t z s o l a r i u m . T h e i r a p a r t m e n t h a d e ight 
r o o m s . Leslie s t a r t e d to talk a b o u t a sc ience f ic t ion s tory she 
was g o i n g to wr i t e ( a b o u t "a girl of t h e f u t u r e " ) b u t at this 
p o i n t Ellen r e m e m b e r e d s o m e t h i n g she h a d to go get in t h e 
k i t chen . ( O r t h e att ic o r t h e cellar) . I e x c u s e d mysel f a n d 
fo l lowed h e r . El len, of c o u r s e , was n o t l ook ing f o r a n y t h i n g 
b u t s imply s t a n d i n g ove r t h e k i t chen table a n d t ry ing to con-
trol h e r t e m p e r . 

" T h a t — t h a t girt n e v e r wri tes a n y t h i n g ! " said Ellen. 
" L o o k o n t h e b r i g h t s ide ," I said. " I f she d id , y o u ' d have to 

r e a d it." 
" T h e y live in two r o o m s , " said El len v e h e m e n t l y , " she a n d 

t h a t — t h a t t e a c h e r of h e r s . " (Georg ie , it t u r n e d ou t , was a 
solid, m i d d l e - a g e d f o r m e r B o s t o n i a n w h o h a d m a d d e n e d 
Ellen by c o m i n g u p o n c e to visit h e r p r o t e g e e a n d l ec tu r ing 
the Selbys a b o u t l i t e r a t u r e f o r two a n d o n e half h o u r s by t h e 
clock. I a s s u m e d it was t h e usua l collision of bad a c a d e m i c with 
real wri ter . ) 

"Do you t h i n k t h e y ' r e — " I said, e m b a r r a s s e d . 
"I d o n ' t ca re , " said El len . "I d o n ' t w a n t to know. It 's bad 

e n o u g h as it is." I r e m e m b e r e d a n o t h e r y o u n g wr i t e r f r i e n d 
(male) w h o h a d c o m e in to El len 's k i t chen t h r e e win te r s be-
f o r e , h a v i n g r e t u r n e d f r o m his first E u r o p e a n t o u r , a n d said, 
"El len, d a r l i n g , I 've f o u n d o u t t h e m o s t a s t o n i s h i n g t h i n g 
a b o u t myse l f , " whi le b o t h El len a n d H u g h l i s tened with weary 
pa t i ence , e v e r y b o d y else b u t t h e y o u n g wr i t e r h a v i n g gues sed 
it all long ago . 

T h e y d o n ' t real ly u n d e r s t a n d , of cou r se . 
W e went back to t h e d i n i n g r o o m a n d f in i shed d i n n e r — 

plain , f i n e f o o d . Leslie d i d n ' t ea t m u c h ; she n e v e r a te m u c h . 
A f t e r t h e c h e r r y pie she j u m p e d u p (did she k n o w wha t we 
w a n t e d of he r? ) a n d said she h a d to go , she ' d a lmost f o r g o t -
ten , she was so so r ry bu t s h e h a d to m e e t s o m e b o d y w h o h a d a 
motorcyc le . H e was g o i n g to t ake h e r s o m e p lace f o r a d r i n k . I 
r e g a r d e d Alice Liddel l ' s p r e t t y A n g l o - S a x o n face, h e r mar -
velous b l u e eyes, a n d f o r e s a w t h e d a y w h e n she 'd burs t in to 
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tears in t h e Selby's l iving r o o m , b e g g i n g t h e m , " H o w can I 
c h a n g e ! " 

She w e n t o u t , a n d t h r e e c a r e f u l l y - s c h e d u l e d m i n u t e s l a t e r 
H u g h w h o o p e d , ( O u t of h e a r i n g , I s u p p o s e . ) H e told m e tha t 
w h e n they 'd f i rs t m e t , she ' d a s k e d h i m his n a m e a n d h e ' d said, 
"Jus t call m e H u g h , " w h e r e u p o n she ' d said, b e w i l d e r e d , " B u t 
wha t ' s y o u r n a m e ? " H e f l u f f e d his b e a r d with his f i n g e r s like 
ac tors in C h i n e s e o p e r a d o to i nd i ca t e r a g e . H e blew in to it, 
too. 

W e took o u r c o f f e e in to t h e l iving r o o m , in f r o n t o f t h e 
e m p t y Fireplace ( s u m m e r n i g h t s n e a r t h e C a n a d i a n b o r d e r 
can be cold) a n d El len b e g a n to talk a b o u t t h e c u r r e n t r u i n of 
t h e w o r l d in g e n e r a l a n d N e w Y o r k S ta te in p a r t i c u l a r . S ince 
t h e last t i m e I 'd s een h e r s h e ' d b e c o m e pass iona te ly invo lved 
in e c o l o g y — n o t t h e o r g a n i c f o o d s k i n d , t h e a l l -over k i n d . I 
k n o w tha t b i t t e r , h o p e l e s s d e s p e r a t i o n — t h e pe t i t i ons , t h e 
r a d i o a p p e a l s , t h e p l a c a r d s , t h e le t te r c a m p a i g n s , t h e d e m o n -
s t ra t ions . It 's like t r y i n g to m o v e a l o c o m o t i v e wi th y o u r b a r e 
h a n d s . H u g h n o d d e d a m i a b l y a n d v a n i s h e d u p s t a i r s to ed i t 
s o m e t h i n g ; I vei led a f t e r h i m , " B u t H u g h — w h a t d o e s a n 
e d i t o r do?" H e c h u c k l e d . Ellen t a lked , h u n c h e d o v e r , h e r 
h a n d s t r e m b l i n g with c o n t i n u a l a n g e r ; s w a m p s w e r e b e i n g 
d r a i n e d all o v e r t h e c o u n t r y , f o r e s t s w e r e b e i n g c o v e r e d wi th 
a spha l t , f ish a n d a lgae w e r e b e i n g ki l led. I sa id , "I k n o w h o w 
you feel . T h e r e ' s s o m e t h i n g — " 

" T o m o r r o w , " I said. "I ll tell vou t o m o r r o w . " 
T h e Selbvs gues t r o o m is 011 t he i r t h i r d f l oo r , with a t inv 

m i r r o r t acked to o n e wall, an old f a r m s ink ( i ron) f r o m which 
you can ge t cold w a t e r on ly , a n d t h e rea l b a t h r o o m a l o n g 
f l ight of s tairs d o w n . I t ook a g o o d look at my face in t h e 
b a t h r o o m m i r r o r tha t n i g h t b e c a u s e I k n e w I w o u l d n ' t get to 
see it aga in un t i l m o r n i n g (wou ld it c h a n g e ? I w o n d e r ! ) . I h a v e 
a m e l a n c h o l y J e w i s h face , big-f e a t u r e d , lean , a n d h u n g r v . A 
p r o p h e t ' s face . I11 s o m e nove l s o m e w h e r e t h e r e ' s a Jewish 
c h a r a c t e r , a big f at m a n w h o f led G e r m a n y in t h e late 3()'s a n d 
w h o says W h y t ravel? Wai t , a n d they' l l chase vou a r o u n d t h e 
wor ld . 

I kept t h e subject success fu l ly at bav f o r most of t h e nex t 
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day. H u g h a n d Ellen w o r k e d in t h e a f t e r n o o n , so a f t e r brows-
ing in the i r l ibrary , I wa lked in to t own to visit t h e local f lorist 
(who so ld mos t ly g a r d e n p l a n t s — t o m a t o e s , s t a r t e d g r e e n 
p e p p e r s , tha t so r t of t h ing ) a n d t h e n o n to t h e f ive -and- t en , 
b rows ing t h r o u g h t h e d r u g s t o r e magaz ines , h a v i n g a soda , 
a n d so on . T h e r e a r e n ' t m a n y possibili t ies in W a t e r t o w n . I h a d 
lunch in a h a m b u r g e r p lace ( g u m m y co t t age cheese , t i r ed 
f ru i t ) a n d walked back to t h e Selbys' , s c u f f i n g my fee t in the 
dus t at t h e s ide of t h e h i g h w a y w a t c h i n g t h e whi te Q u e e n 
A n n e ' s Lace which b los soms e v e r y w h e r e at this t ime of year . 
Wild ca r ro t . 

I k n e w I w o u l d h a v e to tell El len. O t h e r w i s e why be f r i e n d s ? 
I m e a n if it's n o t to be u n r e a l . 

T h e r e was a n o t h e r gues t f o r d i n n e r . 
Fo r a m o m e n t I t h o u g h t it m i g h t be Leslie 's f r i e n d w h o ' d 

t aken h e r o u t t h e n i g h t b e f o r e — t h e r e was a motorcyc le ou t -
side the h o u s e — b u t anyway ins ide it t h e r e was a f r i e n d of t h e 
Selbys called Car l , a n d I will call h i m Car l M u c h o m a c h o . T h i s 
may be u n f a i r . I r e m e m b e r e d a sa t i re h e ' d wr i t t en in which 
t h e r e was ( p r e s e n t e d wi th u n i q u e c o m p l e t e n e s s ) t h e f an ta sy 
w o m a n of a ce r t a in k i n d of f r e a k ma le : I m e a n the sexy, earthy-
chick w h o loves motorcyc les (because she has o r g a s m s on 
them) , w h o m a k e s p o t t e r y , w h o balls all t h e t ime, w h o isn't 
u p t i g h t a b o u t a n y t h i n g , a n d w h o n e v e r gets p r e g n a n t . So 
M u c h o m a c h o is a satirical n a m e . Car l has an a t t rac t ive swag-
ger , a p leasan t , lean face , a d a r k m o u s t a c h e , a n d wha t is called 
a sense of h u m o r . 

Bu t I wasn ' t in t h e r i g h t m o o d . 
W h e n I c a m e in h e got to his fee t (he 'd b e e n h a v i n g a d r i n k 

with H u g h ) a n d — w i t h a f l o u r i s h — o f f e r e d m e o n e of t h e o ld , 
p lushy , g r e e n , Vic to r ian cha i rs . T h e y ' r e h a r d th ings to p u s h 
across a r u g , by which I g a t h e r t ha t M u c h o m a c h o was t u r n i n g 
his sense of h u m o r aga ins t h imse l f . I said: 

" O o o h , t h a n k s , b u t I d i d n ' t k n o w you were in to that sort of 
th ing . " 

" W h a t sor t of t h ing?" said he . 
"Ga l l an t ry , " 1 said. 
"Well, I h o p e you w e r e p leasant ly s u r p r i s e d , " savs Carl , 

r ock ing back a n d f o r t h a litt le on t h e balls of his fee t . He ' s o n e 
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of t h o s e rest less, s p r i n g y types w h o can n e v e r s t a n d still. 
" S u r p r i s e d , a n y w a y , " I said. H e smi led . T h e c o n v e r s a t i o n is 

p i ck ing u p . H e r e is a witty lady wi th w h o m h e can f e n c e . H e 
said, "You d o n ' t d i g it?" 

"Well , n o , n o t rea l ly ," I said. 
" W h y n o t ? " 
" O h , n e v e r m i n d , " I sa id . "I t ' s n o t w o r t h — I d o n ' t w a n t to 

talk a b o u t it all this m u c h ! " A n d I l a u g h e d . H u g h a n d El len 
e x c h a n g e d h a p p y g lances o f mar i t a l compl ic i ty : See- i t ' s -work-
i n g - o u t - I - t o l d - y o u - s h e ' d - l i k e - h i m . 

" B u t w h y n o t ? " said M u c h o m a c h o , s incere ly i n t e r e s t e d . 
" I t ' s n o t i m p o r t a n t , " I sa id , so h e s u p p l i e d w h a t m y m o d e s t y 

w o u l d n o t o r c o u l d n o t ; h e sa id : 
"You m e a n you d o n ' t w a n t to be a l ady?" (smil ing) 
" T h a t ' s r i g h t , " I sa id . H e l o o k e d i n t e r e s t e d a n d e x p e c t a n t . I 

s q u a s h e d t h e susp ic ion t h a t h e a n d t h e Selbys w e r e p u t t i n g m e 
on . I real ly d o n ' t t h i n k so. 

"Well t h e n , " said Ca r l logically, " h o w do y o u w a n t to b e 
t r e a t e d ? W o u l d you r a t h e r I i g n o r e d you? O r p u l l e d t h e c h a i r 
o u t f r o m u n d e r y o u ? " H u g h c h u c k l e d . Wit ty H u g h . 

" D o n ' t be silly," I said , c o n t r o l l i n g mysel f a n d t r y i n g n o t to 
s o u n d like a g o v e r n e s s ; " Jus t t r e a t m e — w e l l , decen t l y . L ike 
a n y o n e . " 

" L i k e H u g h ? " sa id c l e v e r M u c h o m a c h o . ( " P l e a s e ! " ex -
c la imed H u g h happ i ly . ) El len l o o k e d as ca lm as if n o t h i n g 
w e r e h a p p e n i n g . I sa id , a little s h a r p l y : 

"I'll tell you , t h e o n e t h i n g I d o no t w a n t to d o is c o n t i n u e 
this d i scuss ion all t h r o u g h d i n n e r . " T h i s t i m e El len l o o k e d u p . 

"Sor ry , b u t I d i d n ' t s t a r t it," said Car l p leasan t ly . 
I go t u p , e x c u s e d myse l f with a smile , a n d w e n t to t h e 

b a t h r o o m . I figured t h a t five m i n u t e s la te r t h e y ' d b e t a lk ing 
a b o u t s o m e t h i n g else a n d so they w e r e : t h e n I go t s n e a k y a n d 
i n t r o d u c e d t h e top ic o f f o o d add i t ives so we h a d eco logy all 
t h r o u g h d i n n e r . E v e r y b o d y l i s tened r e spec t fu l l y . Car l , I a m 
qu i t e su r e , d id no t c a r e f o r t h e topic , bu t h e h o n o r e d it. A f t e r 
desser t we all m o v e d back in to t h e l iving r o o m whi le H u g h 
s t a r t ed a fire in t h e f i r ep l ace ; t h e n Ca r l M u c h o m a c h o c a m e 
over a n d s tood at t h e back of my cha i r , sav ing l ightly: 

"At t h e risk of i n c u r r i n g y o u r sav age , feminis t w r a t h , can 1 
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ask you o u t with m e t o n i g h t ? " 
" H u h ? " I said ( a n d j u m p e d ) . 
" C a n I t ake you o u t a n d s h o w you a g o o d t ime?" h e said, 

a d d i n g , " I ' m real ly h a r m l e s s , you k n o w . " 
" O h , t h a n k s , " I said , " b u t — " ( t ra i led o f f , t r y ing to t h i n k of 

an excuse . I j u s t w a s h e d my hai r?) 
" F r a n k l y , I feel r o t t e n , " I said. I d o n ' t w a n t to go a n y w h e r e 

o r d o a n y t h i n g ; I j u s t w a n t to sit." 
"You can sit on my mo to rcyc l e , " h e said. 
"I d o n ' t fee l u p to it," I said. 
" C o m e o n , " h e said, "It ' l l d o you g o o d . Ge t a little wind in 

y o u r ha i r . " T h e Selbys g l a n c e d at each o t h e r aga in . T h e y too 
s e e m e d to t h i n k it w o u l d d o m e g o o d . I s h o o k my h e a d . Car l 
s h r u g g e d . W e d id n o t g o o n to h a v e o n e of t h o s e end les s 
a r g u m e n t s a b o u t w h e t h e r s i t t ing o n a mo to rcyc l e is t h e s a m e 
t h i n g as s i t t ing at h o m e a n d w h e n I said I d i d n ' t w a n t to d o 
a n y t h i n g , w h a t d i d I m e a n by " d o " a n d wha t d o e s " m e a n " 
m e a n . P e r h a p s he ' s j u s t g e t t i n g too o ld to be pe r s i s t en t . H e 
t u r n e d to H u g h , say ing "See? I d o t r ea t you two al ike," a n d 
p r o p o s e d they g o o u t s o m e w h e r e to have a bee r . 

W h i c h they d i d . ( T h o u g h h e d i d n ' t p r o m i s e to show H u g h a 
g o o d t i m e . ) E l l e n s a i d n o t h i n g b u t s h e l o o k e d at m e 
d i s app rov ing ly . 

I said, "El len , I j u s t can ' t f ace it. N o t aga in . " (Which was only 
a small lie.) T h e n I b u r s t i n to tears . T h e y w e r e u n s y n m p a t h e -
tic, a n g r y t ea r s a n d they d i d n ' t get m e any a p p r o v a l . 

I can ' t tell h e r . 
She said dry ly t ha t Car l was a g o o d f r i e n d of thei rs . 
I said wasn ' t I? 
She said soft ly a n d e x a s p e r a t e d l y , " O h , Es the r ! " 
" N e v e r m i n d , " I said; "I'll call h i m t o m o r r o w . " (Tha t ' s wha t 

da t ing ' s all a b o u t ; it's to p lease y o u r M o t h e r . Dar l ing , he 
looked like such a nice boy. B u t he 's i m p o t e n t , M o t h e r . ) 

"You 've c h a n g e d , " said Ellen gravely . 
I said tha t yes, I h a d ; I 'd g o t t e n a lot in to f e m i n i s m since I 'd 

seen h e r last. El len k n o w s b e t t e r t h a n to be l ieve in b r a -
b u r n e r s ; she t h o u g h t f o r a m i n u t e a n d t h e n said care fu l ly , "I 
s u p p o s e I 've always b e e n a f emin i s t . You know, w h e r e I g rew 
u p it was imposs ib le f o r a w o m a n to have a c a r e e r at all; she 
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cou ld only b e a w i fe a n d m o t h e r , b u t h e r e I a m with b o t h . " 
I said Yes, wasn ' t t h a t w o n d e r f u l . 
S h e smi led . 
" A n d H u g h d o e s ha l f t h e h o u s e w o r k , " I said, " a n d t akes 

ca re of t h e baby . " ( A n y a was at t h e baby-s i t t e r ' s b e c a u s e I was 
the re . ) " A h ! tha t ' s u n u s u a l . " 

" H e he lps , " said El len . T h e n she said, "I d o n ' t m i n d d o i n g 
it." T h e y all s ta r t o u t by a s s u m i n g you m e a n s o m e b o d y else: 
t h i r d - w o r l d w o m e n , w e l f a r e m o t h e r s , F u n d a m e n t a l i s t B a p -
tists, M a r t i a n s . W e w e n t t h r o u g h all t h a t . I to ld h e r t h a t I 
m e a n t us b o t h , t ha t I w o u l d n ' t h a v e m y j o b at all if I h a d n ' t 
b e e n twice as g o o d as m y co l l eagues . 

" M a k e t h e w o r l d s a f e f o r m e d i o c r i t y , " I said. 
S h e said she d i d n ' t c a r e to k n o w m e d i o c r e p e o p l e a n d she 

cer ta in ly h o p e d I d i d n ' t . 
I said, " T h a t ' s n o t t h e p o i n t . " ( B u t I d i d n ' t k n o w w h a t was 

t h e p o i n t , n o t t h e n . ) I sa id , "El len , w h e n you w e r e wi th y o u r 
f i rs t h u s b a n d , w h e n you w e r e t r y i n g to wr i t e a n d h a d two 
c h i l d r e n , w o u l d n ' t d a y c a r e h a v e h e l p e d ? Y o u c o u l d n ' t h a v e 
a f f o r d e d a baby s i t ter t h e n . A n d w o u l d n ' t it h a v e h e l p e d if 
y o u r f ami ly a n d t h e c l e r g y m a n a n d all t h o s e p e o p l e h a d n ' t 
t r i ed to s h o v e you r i g h t back i n to y o u r o ld place? I m e a n if 
t hey t h o u g h t it was O . K . ? My G o d , you lost y o u r voice f o r two 
years ." 

" T h a t ' s F u n d a m e n t a l i s m , " she sa id . 
" O h n o it's n o t , " I sa id , " look at T V , look at t h e m a g a z i n e s , 

look h o w c o n v e n i e n t it is to h a v e a wife , look at t h e ads . " 
" E s t h e r , n o o n e I r e s p e c t bel ieves w h a t t hev see o n T V o r in 

t h e ads! F o r g o o d n e s s ' sakes , n e i t h e r d o y o u . " 
I said ha ha t h e t h i n g s we t ook least se r ious ly m i g h t af fec t us 

t h e mos t (T.S. Eliot). C l i n c h e r . 
Bes ides , " I a d d e d , "you told m e o n c e you h a d to get u p at 5 

A .M. f o r f o u r years to wr i t e b e c a u s e t h e r e wasn ' t a n v o t h e r 
t ime . " 

" I f o n e w a n t s s o m e t h i n g , o n e m a k e s sacr i f ices ," said she . 
I a s k e d if H u g h h a d m a d e sacr if ices . 
" W e a r e dif f e r e n t p e o p l e , " said Ellen. 
S h e a d d e d , " H e m a v h a v e m a d e o t h e r k inds of sacr i f ices . 

I 'm not g o i n g to d e f e n d h i m to vou . E s t h e r . T h e poin t is that 
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we have to m a k e o u r ind iv idua l choices a n d lead o u r lives, 
m a n o r w o m a n , a n d e v e r y b o d y s u f f e r s o n e way o r a n o t h e r . 
Life is c o m p r o m i s e . A n d tha t ' s s o m e t h i n g n o n e of us can 
evade . W h e t h e r m a n o r w o m a n . " 

I said fu r i ous ly t ha t I 'd h a d qu i t e e n o u g h of all this l i te rary 
book c lub t rag ic -sense-of - l i fe as an excuse f o r o t h e r peop le ' s 
privi leges. 

" Y o u ' r e b i t t e r ! " said she . 
"Su re , " I said. "Malco lm n o - n a m e saw his d a d d y killed 

b e f o r e his eyes at t h e age of f o u r a n d tha t ' s political; b u t I see 
my m o t h e r m a k i n g a d i s h - r a g of he rse l f every day f o r th i r ty 
years a n d tha t ' s p e r s o n a l . " 

Ellen said my m o t h e r was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r tha t , if it was t r ue , 
a n d we d i d n ' t h a v e to r e p e a t o u r m o t h e r ' s mis takes . 

I said d i d n ' t we j u s t ! 
She said, " I 've seen you o v e r - r e a c t i n g to all sorts of trivial, 

h a r m l e s s th ings . If y o u r i d e a s — " 
"It 's no t trivial o r h a r m l e s s . It h a p p e n s too o f t e n . It 's j u s t 

p a r t of t h e who le d a m n th ing . A n d d o n ' t tell m e h e d i d n ' t d o 
a n y t h i n g tha t bad , I k n o w h e d idn ' t , b u t t h e c o d e of m a n n e r s 
is only a s y m p t o m of t h e w h o l e d a m n th ing . " 

A l o n g si lence. 
"As f a r as I can see," said Ellen steadily, "you wan t p e o p l e to 

t rea t you a c c o r d i n g to s o m e s t r a n g e a n d special c o d e of be-
hav ior t ha t only you u n d e r s t a n d . T h a t ' s h a r d l y ra t ional , Es-
t he r . " She was l o o k i n g d o w n at h e r h a n d s . As f a r as Ellen is 
c o n c e r n e d , this w h o l e subjec t is f i n s h e d because Ellen is Su-
p e r w o m a n ; if Ellen 's r e spons ib le f o r eve ry th ing , tha t ' s be-
cause it's h e r choice ; Ellen still exists on five h o u r s ' s leep a 
n igh t . I said n o t h i n g of this, only t ha t I wasn ' t a lone in my 
beliefs. I wasn ' t a S a u c e r i a n o r an occul t i sm n u t , a n d I guessed 
it was t h e old a r g u m e n t a b o u t t h e c u p b e i n g half e m p t y o r half 
full . We 'd n e v e r set t le it. Anyway , G e o r g e B e r n a r d Shaw said 
t h e r e is n o g rea t ar t w i t h o u t s o m e fana t ic i sm b e h i n d it, so I 
was s t a r t ing a h e a d of t h e g a m e , r igh t? H e r , too. Look at h e r 
a n d ecology. 

Ellen said very quie t ly a n d dist inct ly, "I a m not a fana t ic . " 
I said, "No , 110, I d o n ' t mean t ha t . " But she said aga in : "I am 

not a fana t ic . " 



Oil S t r ike Aga ins t G o d / 83 

" O h well, all f ana t i c i sm m e a n s , " (said I) "is a t r u t h s o m e -
body else w o n ' t accep t . So w e ' r e b o t h fana t i c s . " 

El len 's a n g e r on ly m a k e s h e r m o r e c o n t r o l l e d . She c h a n g e d 
the subjec t . F a r be it f r o m m e to s u p p o s e she picks h e r bel iefs 
f o r t he i r acceptabi l i ty to h e r h u s b a n d ' s f r i e n d s . S h e told m e 
a b o u t a m u t u a l a c q u a i n t a n c e o f o u r s w h o h a d b e c o m e — G o d 
save u s ! — a Sa tan i s t a n d h a d sacr i f i ced goa ts in t h e back of 
occul t b o o k s t o r e s . 

" W h e r e o n e a r t h d id h e ge t t h e goa t s?" I said. 
E l l en sa id it w a s n ' t f u n n y ; h e ' d e n d e d u p in a m e n t a l 

hospi ta l . 
"You m e e t t h e best p e o p l e t h e r e , " I said. 
"Es the r , he ' s in a mental hospital." N o t u n d e r s t a n d i n g m y 

lack of u n d e r s t a n d i n g of h e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f my u n d e r -
s t a n d i n g . I sa id I was so r ry ; I h a d n ' t m e a n t to be f l ip . 

"Look , E l len ," I said , "I f ee l as if I 'd b e e n f l ayed , I m e a n I ' m 
all ne rves . I n e v e r s h o u l d ' v e c o m e . I'll go t o m o r r o w a n d call 
back in a f ew m o n t h s . W h e n I ' m h u m a n aga in . " 

She said, l o o k i n g r i g h t at m e , " I f th is new bel ief of y o u r s ha s 
such a b a d e f f e c t o n y o u r r e l a t i ons with o t h e r s , I t h i n k you 
o u g h t to r e - e x a m i n e y o u r be l ie f . " 

(Years ago , w h e n I was in g r o u p t h e r a p y , I w o r e " B o h e -
m i a n " c l o t h e s : c h e a p I n d i a n - p r i n t s h i f t s , c h e a p M e x i c a n 
dresses , lots o f co lo r , b ig old c o p p e r j e w e l r y . T h i s was l o n g 
b e f o r e such t h i n g s b e c a m e f a s h i o n a b l e . T h e g r o u p d i d n ' t l ike 
the way I d r e s s e d ; t hey said I only d id it to ge t a t t e n t i o n . T h e y 
said, " Y o u ' r e t r y i n g to be d i f f e r e n t . " T h i s was also t h e s tan-
d a r d e x p l a n a t i o n f o r j u v e n i l e d e l i n q u e n c y tha t year . I said I 
d r e s s e d tha t way b e c a u s e I l iked it a n d not b e c a u s e I w a n t e d 
a t t en t i on , b e c a u s e I d i d ge t g a w k e d at a n d t eased in t h e s t ree t , 
a n d tha t I de f i n i t e l y d id n o t en joy . 

( T h e v smi led . 
( T h e ) said O h , so vou d o n ' t like l o o k i n g d i f f e r e n t ? 
(I said I d idn ' t like b e i n g t eased . 
{Then why, said thev t r i u m p h a n t l v , do you dress the way you 

do?) 
I said g o o d - n i g h t a n d wen t ups t a i r s . My f r i e n d Ellen with 

h e r end l e s s w o r k a n d h e r e a r n e s t a s s u r a n c e s to a n i n t e rv i ewer 
last yea r that her c h i l d r e n always t ook p r e f e r e n c e o v e r h e r 
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work in e m e r g e n c i e s ( H u g h is a h i t - a n d - r u n f a t h e r ) a n d tha t 
she h o p e d m o r e a n d m o r e w o m e n wou ld e x p e r i e n c e t h e 
f u l f i l l m e n t of b o t h w o r k a n d m o t h e r h o o d . " N o o n e m u s t go 
b e y o n d m e , " she said. Do you k n o w t h e last t ime t h e p e r c e n -
t age of w o m e n in t h e p r o f e s s i o n s a n d w o m e n Fh .D. ' s a n d 
w o m e n e n t e r i n g col leges was as h igh as it is today? 

In n i n e t e e n - t w e n t y , tha t ' s w h e n . 
A n d y o u ' d t h i n k f r i e n d s — b u t Car l is h e r f r i e n d ; t h e t r u t h is 

tha t she p r e f e r s Car l to m e . 
T h e r e ' s this c lub , you see. B u t they won ' t let you in. So vou 

cry in a c o r n e r f o r t h e res t of y o u r l ife o r you c h a n g e y o u r ways 
a n d feel r o t t e n b e c a u s e it isn ' t you , o r you go look ing f o r 
a n o t h e r c lub. B u t this c lub is t h e wor ld . T h e r e ' s on lv o n e . 

" W h y d o you p e o p l e g o w h e r e y o u ' r e no t w a n t e d ? " 
" W h y d o you g o w h e r e y o u ' r e not w a n t e d ? / d o n ' t want 

you ." (My m a t e r n a l unc l e , at a r e so r t t ha t d i d n ' t like Jews.) 
I f j e a n h a d s tayed with m e I w o u l d n ' t have c a r e d , bu t now I 

m u s t p u t o n m y p u t r i d a n k l e sox a n d my c h e e r l e a d e r b u t t o n 
because t he re ' s n o r igh t of p r iva t e j u d g m e n t a n d you can' t 
th ink of your se l f ; you h a v e to be t h o u g h t . By o t h e r s . W h y d id 
Ellen f o r g e t t h e classic e x c h a n g e ? I m e a n t h e o n e w h e r e they 
say B u t a r e n ' t y o u f o r h u m a n l i b e r a t i o n ? a n d y o u say 
W o m e n ' s l ibera t ion is f o r w o m e n , no t m e n , a n d the ) say 
Y o u ' r e self ish. First you h a v e to l ibe ra te t h e c h i l d r e n (because 
they ' r e t h e f u t u r e ) a n d t h e n you have to l ibera te t h e m e n 
(because they 've b e e n so d e f o r m e d by the sys tem) a n d t h e n if 
t he re ' s any l ibera t ion lef t you can t ake it i n to t h e k i t chen a n d 
eat it. 

O h , 1 m u s t be b a d . I 'm host i le . I 'm bi t te r . I 'm h ideous lv 
wicked. I m u s t be crazy o r I w o u l d n ' t s u f f e r so. I ' ak ing th ings 
pe r sona l l y—! (Pe r sons s h o u l d n ' t t ake th ings personal ly . ) I 
s tood in my t r ave l ing p a j a m a s ove r t h e i ron sink, b r u s h i n g my 
tee th a n d c r y i n g — h o w cou ld she , h o w could s h e ! — a n d w h e n 
I s t r a i g h t e n e d u p , s o m e b o d y else looked o u t at m e f r o m t h e 
tiny m i r r o r t acked to t h e wall. 

Who is that marvelous woman! 
I was so p leased , she 's so cu te , with t o o t h p a s t e a r o u n d h e r 

m o u t h like a f ive-year -o ld . I like he r , really. She ' s Es the r w h o 
loves e v e r y t h i n g sys temat ic a n d nea t bu t it's all m o o n s h i n e ; 
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she has e l a b o r a t e s c h e m e s f o r t r ave l i ng wi th a t r ave l i ng i r o n 
a n d a col laps ib le m i n i a t u r e i r o n i n g b o a r d (which is t oo h e a v y 
to car ry) , a n d a t r a v e l i n g sewing case (which is very small) , a n d 
t r ave l ing c lo thes wh ich d o n ' t n e e d i r o n i n g (so why t ake t h e 
i ron!) , a n d s h o e - t r e e s m a d e of plast ic so they' l l be l ight , a n d a 
col lapsible t o o t h b r u s h wi th a m a r v e l o u s plast ic case, a n d air-
mail s t a m p s w h i c h s h e n e v e r uses . 

Wonderful, silly Esther. 
So m y r e f l e c t i on c o m f o r t e d m e a n d blew m e s ta rs a n d 

kisses. I t h o u g h t of J e a n — w h o ' d lef t m e — a n d E l l e n — w h o 
h a t e d m e — a n d my o w n crazy nas t iness , wh ich is t h a t I d o n ' t 
like m e n a n d I ' m g iv ing u p o n t h e m a n d I d o n ' t c a r e a b o u t 
t h e m so I 'm a m o n s t e r a n d G o d will s t r ike m e d e a d . S l e e p i n g 
with w o m e n is all r i g h t if it's j u s t p lay, b u t you m u s t n e v e r let it 
i n t e r f e r e wi th y o u r rea l w o r k , which is s l e e p i n g with m e n . 

T h e m i r r o r d i d n ' t be l ieve it. 
So I s l i p p e d i n to t r i u m p h in sp i te of e v e r y t h i n g , l ike a n 

E s k i m o lady in a n i n e - d a y s ' b l i zzard o n an ice-f loe . A n d ve ry 
h u m b l e (bu t g igg l ing) I w e n t to b e d . 

I p r a y t h a t S h e my sou l m a y k e e p , (snf) 
T h i n k i n g h o w nice it was to be h o r i z o n t a l w h e n y o u ' r e t i r ed , 

a n d tha t a f t e r a non -commi t t a l , guilty, b l and b reakfas t with the 
Selbys, a f t e r m y r a t h e r l a m e e x c u s e s a b o u t c a t c h i n g a v i rus Or 
no t f e e l i n g well o r s o m e t h i n g , a f t e r H u g h dr ives m e to t h e 
a i r p o r t a n d t h e y say " G o o d b y e " a n d I say " G o o d b y e " a n d a f t e r 
I wr i te a very nas ty l e t t e r to my N e w Y o r k g l a m o r o u s m e d i a 
f r i e n d s w h o t h i n k b i sexua l i ty is g r o o v y (but on ly f o r w o m e n 
a n d on ly if y o u ' r e m a r r i e d a n d on ly if you like m e n b e t t e r ) 
t h e r e is s o m e t h i n g else I m u s t d o , an o p t i o n Ellen d i d n ' t t h i n k 
of . 

W h a t d o you d o w h e n t h e c lub won ' t let you in, w h e n t h e r e ' s 
n o o t h e r , a n d w h e n you won ' t (or can ' t ) c h a n g e r S i m p l e . 

You blow t h e c lub u p . 
( The m y s t e r y of c o u r a g e . T h e mys te ry of e n j o y m e n t . O n e 

moves i ncu rab ly in to t h e f u t u r e but t h e r e is n o f u t u r e ; it has to 
be c r e a t e d . So it all e n d s u p totally u n s u p p o r t e d , s e l f - caused , 
tha t symbol of e te rn i ty . T h e S n a k e Bi t ing Its Ow n Ta i l . I 'm 
s t r o n g b e c a u s e I h a v e a f u t u r e ; I h a v e a f u t u r e b e c a u s e 1 willed 
it; I willed it b e c a u s e I 'm s t r o n g . U n s u p p o r t e d , 
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(Ezekial saw t h e whee l 
(Way u p in t h e m i d d l e o f t h e a i r — 
(O Ezekial saw t h e whee l 
(Way in t h e m i d d l e of t h e a i r ' 

(Now t h e b ig whee l r u n s by fa i th 
( A n d t h e little whee l r u n s by t h e g r ace o f G o d — 

( T h e a b o v e m a d e u p by p r o f e s s i o n a l h o p e e x p e r t s , you 
m i g h t say, because wil l ful , v o l u n t a r y , i n t en t i ona l h o p e was t h e 
only k i n d they h a d in a n y t h i n g like l o n g supp ly . Fa i th is no t , 
c o n t r a r y to t h e usua l ideas , s o m e t h i n g tha t t u r n s o u t to be 
r igh t o r w r o n g , like a g a m b l e r ' s bet ; it's an act, an i n t e n t i o n , a 
p ro jec t , s o m e t h i n g t h a t m a k e s you, in l e a p i n g in to t h e f u t u r e , 
go so f a r , f a r , f a r a h e a d t h a t you s h o o t c lean o u t of T i m e a n d 
r igh t in to E te rn i ty , which is n o t t h e e n d of t ime o r a who le lot 
of t ime o r u n e n d i n g t ime , b u t t imelessness , t ha t old E t e r n a l 
Now. So tha t you e n d u p l iving n o t in t h e f u t u r e (in y o u r 
in t en t iona l "act of f a i th" ) b u t in t h e p r e s e n t . A f t e r all. 

( C o u r a g e is willful h o p e . ) 

S u m m e r is d y i n g . T h e a i r f i e l d ' s still r a n k wi th Q u e e n 
A n n e ' s lace—its f lowers look like whi te p a r a s o l s — b u t t h e 
g o l d e n r o d ' s c o m i n g o u t too , a n d even a few b lue as ters , which 
m e a n s t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e e n d . O n a s u n n y a f t e r n o o n you 
know s u m m e r will last f o r e v e r , all t ha t i r idescen t b l u e a n d 
g r e e n , b u t t h e n i g h t s a r e c o l d e r now. T h r e e h o u r s a f t e r sunse t 
you can smell a u t u m n . T h e pi lot c a m e in by s ight a f t e r c i rc l ing 
o u r cow p a s t u r e (we d o n ' t h a v e g r o u n d - t o - a i r c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
h e r e e i the r ) a n d I wa lked to my b a t t e r e d old h e a p in the 
p a r k i n g lot. H o m e a l o n g t h e r o a d s I k n o w so well: b u t t e r - a n d -
eggs ( that ' s like t iny, ye l low-and-whi t e s n a p d r a g o n s ) , p u r p l e 
chicory, which I 've h e a r d cal led c o r n flowers o r flax flowers, 
a n d t h e very few last ( b a t t e r e d b u t g a m e ) b lack-eyed Susans . 
E v e r y t h i n g was g r o w i n g u p t h r o u g h t h e hay like hai r . We'll 
have ho t w e a t h e r aga in b e f o r e O c t o b e r . I w e n t t h r o u g h the 
town a n d u p t h e hill, p a r k i n g in my old place at t h e top , which 
is so awfu l to ge t in to in win te r because of t h e ice, a n d t h e n 
h a u l e d my sui tcase ups ta i r s , p i ck ing u p o n t h e way a n o t e my 
land lady h a d s l ipped u n d e r my d o o r . I f o r g o t to p a y t h e r e n t 
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b e f o r e I le f t . I o p e n e d t h e w i n d o w s , d i s c o n n e c t e d t h e t i m e r 
f r o m t h e l i v i n g - r o o m l a m p , r a n w a t e r in b o t h s inks un t i l t h e 
f auce t s s t o p p e d sp i t t i ng at m e , all t h e t h i n g s you h a v e to d o 
w h e n you c o m e back . Y o u k n o w . I was p u t t i n g c lo thes away 
wi th o n e h a n d (most ly t h e l a u n d r y b a g wh ich h a n g s o n t h e 
ins ide of t h e b e d r o o m closet) a n d c a r r y i n g t h e n o t e in t h e 
o t h e r , wi th t h a t u n a c c o u n t a b l e , f e v e r i s h e f f i c i ency t h a t c o m e s 
ove r m e w h e n e v e r I c o m e h o m e a n d h a v e to ge t e v e r y t h i n g 
p u t away a n d fixed u p a g a i n . My su i tcase g a p e d o p e n o n t h e 
bed a n d I k e p t h a v i n g to s t e p o v e r a p a i r of shoes . T h e n o t e 
said: 

" . . . h o w y o u b u y a g u n . Y o u g iggle a lot a n d tell t h e c le rk 
y o u r boy f r i e n d w a n t s y o u to g o h u n t i n g with h i m so you h a v e 
to ge t a h u n t i n g r i f le . Y o u say O h gee h e told m e to ask you; h e 
said y o u ' d k n o w — " 

I s t a r t ed a g a i n : 

"Dea re s t E s t h e r , 
" N o w I ' m in t o w n a n d y o u ' r e n o t . I ' m at 14 T i g h e S t ree t , 

n u m b e r in t h e b o o k u n d e r A n d e r s o n . So r ry I go t s c a r e d a n d 
r a n away. I w e n t to B o s t o n , to s o m e f r i e n d s , a n d l e a r n e d a lot. 
T h e n I c a m e back a n d j u s t m e s s e d a r o u n d . D o you r e m e m b e r 
t h r e e yea r s ago , a f t e r t h e b o m b scare , t h e Un ive r s i ty was 
g o i n g to k e e p lists of s t u d e n t s w h o t o o k susp ic ious b o o k s o u t 
of t h e Un ive r s i ty l ib ra ry? B u t t h e bes t b o m b h a n d b o o k t u r n e d 
o u t to b e t h e E n c y c l o p e d i a B r i t a n n i c a . 

" T h i s is h o w you b u y a g u n . Y o u g iggle a lot a n d tell t h e 
c lerk y o u r boy f r i e n d w a n t s y o u to go h u n t i n g wi th h i m so you 
have to ge t a h u n t i n g r i f le . Y o u say O h gee h e to ld m e to ask 
you; h e said y o u ' d k n o w e v e r y t h i n g . T h e n you k e e p y o u r e a r s 
o p e n . You' l l pay too m u c h t h e f i r s t t i m e b u t tha t ' s O . K . D o n ' t 
t ry to p r e t e n d you h a d it all w r i t t e n d o w n o n a p iece of p a p e r 
b u t lost it; they ' l l on ly s e n d you o u t to ge t y o u r i n s t r u c t i o n s 
aga in . I k n o w . A n d r e m e m b e r : you're only a girl. 

"As s o o n as y o u r l ights s t o p g o i n g o n a n d o f f so r e g u l a r l y , 
I'll k n o w y o u ' r e back . I'll call o r you call m e ; I wan t to talk to 
you. 

Love , 
J ean . " 
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"P.S. I h o p e y o u ' r e n o t m a d at m e . 
"P.P.S. I k e e p B r o w n Bess in h e r w r a p p i n g s in t h e k i t chen . I 
can t ake h e r a p a r t , c lean h e r , p u t h e r back t o g e t h e r aga in , 
load a n d u n l o a d h e r , a n d p o t a tin can a t f i f ty fee t . W h e n 
n o b o d y ' s a r o u n d I talk to h e r b e c a u s e I love h e r . I call h e r 
B l u n d e r b e s s . 
"P.P.P.S. I love you , too . " 

I r e - r e a d J e a n ' s l e t t e r . I r e a d it un t i l it d i d n ' t m a k e sense any 
m o r e . I b r e w e d myse l f a c u p o f tea, t h e n t h r e w t h e tea in t h e 
sink. I d o n ' t w a n t to go t h r o u g h t h a t aga in , w h e t h e r she loves 
m e o r d o e s n ' t love m e , w h a t e v e r " love" m e a n s . It 's all spoil t . 
W h e n I was very y o u n g — 1 m e a n e i g h t e e n yea r s a g o — I fell in 
love with a m a n w h o d i d n ' t k n o w h o w to d r ive a ca r p r o p e r l y ; 
w h e n we hi t a p a t c h of ice o n t h e r o a d w a y once , h e s t e e r e d 
aga ins t t h e skid a n d we w e n t ha l f -way across t h e r o a d in a so r t 
of f i g u r e - e i g h t ; h e told m e c o m p l a c e n t l y t h a t this was t h e 
r igh t t h i n g to d o a n d I k n e w it wasn ' t b u t I d i d n ' t c a r e because 
I a d o r e d h i m . T w e n t y - f i v e years a g o we h a d pa r t i e s to wh ich 
t h e boys d i d n ' t c o m e , o r if t h e y d i d t h e y w o u l d n ' t d a n c e o r talk 
o r d o a n y t h i n g . T w e n t y yea r s a g o I w e n t to col lege a n d b e g a n 
to r ecogn ize t ha t I was invisible; h a v i n g d r e s s e d f o r a d a t e 
(da t e s w e r e a b s o l u t e l y c r u c i a l t h e n ) in m y low hee l s , m y 
nylons , my g a r t e r bel t , my h o r s e h a i r pe t t icoa t , m y c o t t o n 
pet t icoat , m y t a f f e t a skir t , m y kni t j e r s e y b louse , my circle p in , 
my gold e a r r i n g s , m y c h a r m brace le t , my wais t -c incher , m y 
lipstick, m y little bit of e y e - s h a d o w , my heavy faille coat , m y 
nail pol ish, my m o h a i r scar f , a n d m y gloves, I w e n t in to t h e 
d o r m i t o r y g a r d e n to wait f o r h i m . T h e g a r d e n was fu l l o f late 
s p r i n g f lowers . I h a d a l r e a d y a d m i r e d mysel f in t h e ful l -
l eng th m i r r o r o n t h e back o f my closet d o o r — a n d t h a t was 
very nice i n d e e d , p r o v i n g t h a t I cou ld look g o o d — b u t s t a n d -
ing b e t w e e n t h e s t o n e walls o n t h e s t o n e - f l a g g e d walk, wa tch-
ing t h e f lowers g r o w eve r l i gh te r a n d m o r e d i s e m b o d i e d in 
the b lue t w i l i g h t — a n d s i t t ing o n t h e s t o n e b e n c h u n d e r t h e 
Goth ic a r c h e s a n d all t ha t i v y — a n d we w e r e s u p p o s e d to get 
A's a n d use t h e l i b r a r y — w e w e r e s u p p o s e d to wr i te p a p e r s — 
we were s u p p o s e d to be scholars—I w a n t e d to t ake o f f all m y 
clothes a n d s t ep o u t of my u n d e r w e a r . A n d t h e n take o f f m y 
hai r a n d f inge rna i l s a n d my face a n d my l lesh a n d f inally my 
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very b o n e s . J u s t to s t e p o u t of it. All t h e way o u t o f it. 
My d a t e sa id , " T h e r e y o u a r e ! " 
I f I was d y i n g , m y m o t h e r ' d give m e a c u p of tea . So m a n y 

t imes we 've sat in t h e k i t c h e n a n d f i d d l e d wi th t h e tea t h i n g s 
a n d t a lked i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l n o n s e n s e ; t h e n D a d d y c a m e h o m e 
a n d a d m i r e d us b o t h , c a r e f u l l y u r g i n g M o t h e r n o t to b e so 
a f r a i d o f so m a n y t h i n g s , a n d M o t h e r said s h e fe l t b e t t e r a n d 
w o u l d g o p u t o n s o m e t h i n g nice . 

B u t n e v e r d i d . O u t o f s o m e f u r i o u s , su l len ins t inc t , she 
n e v e r d i d . S h e ' d a lways r u i n t h e e f f e c t s o m e h o w . A n d a b o u t 
m o s t m i d d l e - a g e d w o m e n , d o n ' t t h e y always r u i n t h e e f f e c t 
s o m e h o w — t o o c h i l d i s h , t o o d r a b , t o o c a r e f u l , t o o f l a m -
b o y a n t , t o o f r u m p i s h , t oo e x p e n s i v e , t oo s o m e t h i n g ? A g e n -
u i n e Picasso o n w h i c h s o m e o n e h a s sc rawled at t h e b o t t o m , 
" T h i s is a f a k e " — o r e v e n m o r e c lever ly , " T h i s is not a f a k e ! " — 
so of c o u r s e it 's a d o u b l e f a k e . 

Did I tell y o u t h a t m y m o t h e r was t h e chi ld of i m m i g r a n t 
p a r e n t s a n d t h a t s h e t a u g h t h e r s e l f to r e a d Eng l i sh b e f o r e she 
w e n t to school? S h e n e v e r w o r k e d (I m e a n o u t s i d e t h e h o u s e ) 
so she h a d lots of t i m e to m a k e u p fa i ry tales f o r m e . T h e y 
always b e g a n , " T h e r e was a little gir l w h o — " I was i m m e n s e l y 
f l a t t e r e d . I n h e r m i d d l e a g e s h e go t f a t , as if o n p u r p o s e , gave 
u p r e a d i n g a n y t h i n g b u t h i s tor ica l nove l s b e c a u s e s h e said s h e 
c o u l d n ' t u n d e r s t a n d w h a t was w r i t t e n n o w a d a y s ("my p o o r 
b ra in" ) . S h e d i e d at seven ty , k e e p i n g to t h e e n d h e r inv inc ib le 
s tup id i ty a n d h e r d e f i a n t , u n c a n n y , e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y t h o r o u g h 
b a d taste . T h a t w o m a n c o u l d m a k e a s h r o u d look tacky. I wish 
she ' d c o m e b a c k a n d s h o w m e so we c o u l d h a v e a g o o d talk 
a b o u t it. 

My f a t h e r , a b o u t w h o m I ' m s u r e y o u ' v e b e e n w o n d e r i n g , 
was a nice, o r d i n a r y m a n w h o d i d n o t h a v e t h a t in tu i t ive 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of f e m i n i n e p sycho logy always a t t r i b u t e d to 
nice m e n in nove l s w r i t t e n by nice w o m e n f o r n ice w o m e n . H e 
d i d n ' t be l ieve in t h e p r e t t y , m i n d l e s s m u f f i n w h o ' s t h e style 
n o w — t h a t wasn ' t in his t i m e a n d it w o u l d h a v e o f f e n d e d his 
sense of p r o p r i e t y a n y w a y — n o r d i d h e bel ieve in t h e bus ty 
ro l l - in - the -hay t y p e (which was t h e t h i n g in my t e e n s ) — t o tell 
you t h e t r u t h , I d o n ' t k n o w w h a t t y p e of w o m a n h e d id bel ieve 
in. H e u s e d to r e a d S u n d a y n e w s p a p e r ed i to r i a l s a b o u t sci-



90 / Joanna Russ 

c i k c (he t h o u g h t of himself as art I n f o r m e d L a y m a n ) al-
t h o u g h h e t e n d e d lo en joy i he physics inosi a n d to he skept ical 
abou t psy< l iology. H e p ra i sed a n d e n c o u r a g e d my m o t h e r , 
r a the r (I'm a f r a i d ) on ifie a s s u m p t i o n that s h e was a k ind of 
invalid, t ry ing to c u r e her of tier phob ias , h e r d a y d r e a m s , h e r 
dis tas te f o r p e o p l e at pa r t i e s , h e r ins is tence that site was s tu-
pid, h e r s l eep ing eleven In ju r s a n i g h t , h e r love ol g a r d e n s , h e r 
fa i ryta les , h e r disbelief in sc ie rue , hoi inability to learn to 
dr ive a <ai . H e o n c e r e m a r k e d lo m e that he 'd m a r r i e d h e r 
b e c a u s e s h e was " d i f f e r e n t " — - t h e n I s u p p o s e h e h a d to 
( h a n g e h e r bat k a g a i n , Or m a y b e h e g o l r i i o r c d i f f e r c r i c e than 
he 'd b a r g a i n e d fo r , I don ' t k n o w . It's h a r d to tell what h e 
t h o u g h t of w o m e n b e c a u s e fie a lways s p o k e of us with grea t 
f o r m a l d e f e r e n c e . 

"What Man can (o i i rc ive , Man c m a< bi'eve!" my fa ther 
would ex; laim, look ing u p f r o m his S u n d a y - s u p p l e m e n t art i-
cle or fiis book of p o p u l a r st ierx 

My m o t h e r o n c e ( o n f i d e d in m e that she d idn ' t bel ieve in 
a toms . I asked her what t he wor ld was m a d e of , t h e n . S h e 
t h o u g h t for a minuter, 

"h ives ," she said. 
If she < a m e ba< k in to my kit< h e n now, sevet ely silly, d u m p y 

and de l ibera te ly d o w d y iri hoi grave-Hol l ies , how ( o u l d I 
expla in lo her that it wasn't all her la nil, a f te r all? W h a t < o u l d I 
say to her ? 

" M a m a , how g o o d it is lo see you! Wha t ' s ii like be ing d e a d ? 
Never m i n d , I know. ( , o i n e have a t u p of tea ." We pu l i e i 
abou l , I pill on the ket t le . I goss ip a n d ( l ia t le t a little, I 
apologize for g o i n g ovei lo Daddy ' s s ide when I was ill my 
teens; a f te r all, what else < o u l d I d o ? I was lei i ified he would 
th ink ol m e as h e I h o ughl of h e i . Besides, t h e woi Id isn't m a d e 
of elves, not really. She < lies a little. I lien she s h m g s , I say, 
" M a m a , I 'm ^ o u i g to tell you a fa i ry tale. 

" I t ' s abou t a middle* aged s< ieniisi w h o was also a politii ian 
and an aiiriy o f f u e i a n d a r e v o l u t i o n a r y a n d a j u d g e a n d in 
( . o i i g i r s s a n d a g e n i u s uiai lienial i< iati a n d a poe t . A n d she 

Why b o t h e r , why hot her , I want t h e mat i iai< hy, I want ii so 
badly I (.in las t r ll, I 'Jmuift put H I ug oil t he b r d i o o i l l floor 
'which is all b . n c w o o d j , I >,haul/Iff I have these t h o u g h t s . 
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T h e r e ' s a n a c t o r o n t h e L a t e La te S h o w I ' m in love w i t h — i s 
tha t g o i n g to b e my love l ife f o r t h e n e x t th i r ty years , w a t c h i n g 
1:30 A . M . T V ? S u p p o s e h e w e a r s o u t . S u p p o s e I d o n ' t like 
h i m a n y m o r e . S u p p o s e t h e y s h o w o t h e r t h ings . O idiocy! 
"Sor ry I go t s c a r e d a n d r a n away ." So you pick you r se l f u p as if 
n o t h i n g h a d h a p p e n e d . Easy to say! 

I d o n ' t w a n t h e r . 

I w e n t a b o u t m y bus ines s f o r t h e n e x t two days , a n d if 
y o u ' r e w o n d e r i n g a b o u t w h a t I ' m g o i n g to feel w h e n J e a n 
t u r n s u p , well so a m I. 

I s p e n t m y t i m e in t h e l ib ra ry , p i c k i n g o u t o b s c u r e r e f e r -
ences to m e m o i r s w r i t t e n by b a d lad ies two h u n d r e d yea r s a g o 
a n d novels by w o r s e ladies w h o , t h o u g h p e r s o n a l l y b lameless , 
w r o t e b a d b o o k s . A Romance of the Pyrenees, Marianna, or The 
Puritan's Daughter. W e i r d , ickv s t u f f . I 've lost my awe o f t h e 
l ib rary c o m p l e t e l y : th is vast, d e f u n c t m e g a l i t h ove r wh ich we 
little m a m m a l s w a n d e r , n i p p i n g a n d c h e w i n g bits o f its sk in . 1 
r ip away at a little p o c k e t : s o m e a u t h o r e s s w h o w r o t e five 
r o m a n c e s (five!) u n d e r t h e p s e u d o n y m By A Lady. D o m e s t i c 
s e n t i m e n t s . G o t h i c castles. Pur i ty . If on ly I can r e d u c e this 
p u l p to p u l p a n d s p r e a d it o u t in to s o m e k i n d of s h a p e . D e a d 
voices, h a u n t i n g a n d t e r r i b l e : I want. I need. I hope. I believe. 
W h e r e ' d t h e y live? W h o d i d t h e i r c o o k i n g ? Did thev e x p e c t to 
get p r e g n a n t eve ry year? (See Mrs . D e f o e ' s j o u r n a l . ) T h e 
a w f u l c o n s t r i c t i o n , t h e h u g e sk i r t s . M r s . Pepys ' s d r e s s al-
lowance ( " the p o o r w r e t c h " h e r h u s b a n d called he r ) . " H o w 
a r e we fa lFn. fal l 'n by m i s t a k e n ru l e s ! " " W o m e n live like Bats 
o r Owls, l a b o u r like Beasts , a n d d i e like W o r m s . " " A n y o n e 
may b l a m e m e w h o likes." " H o w g o o d it m u s t be to b e a m a n 
w h e n you w a n t to t rave l . " " J o h n l a u g h s at m e , bu t o n e e x p e c t s 
that in m a r r i a g e . " "It h a d all b e e n a t h e r a p e u t i c lie. T h e m i n d 
was power l e s s to save h e r . O n l y a m a n " " I /Revolve in niv/ 
S h e a t h of i m p o s s i b l e s — " 

Scho la r s d o n ' t usua l ly sit g a s p i n g a n d s o b b i n g in c o r n e r s of 
t he l ibrary s tacks. 

But they s h o u l d . T h e y s h o u l d . 

In toy d r e a m t h e T o o t h Fairy s tood at t h e foo t of mv b e d . 
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w e a r i n g a n airy, b lue , ny lon ne t g o w n a n d g l i t t e r ing r h i n e -
s tone j ewe l ry , wi th a little r h i n e s t o n e c o r o n e t o n h e r h e a d . 
H e r mag ic w a n d was s t a r - t o p p e d a n d she looked j u s t like a 
T o o t h Fairy s h o u l d . S h e was g o i n g to give m e t h r e e wishes. 

B u t I w o k e u p . 

Bad w e a t h e r b r o u g h t J e a n . A cold a n d blowy d a y with 
bu r s t s of r a in , a p r e m a t u r e a u t u m n . H e r u m b r e l l a m a d e a 
p u d d l e o n t h e l a n d i n g o u t s i d e m y d o o r . T r a g i c . D a r k - e y e d . 
H a n d s in r a i n c o a t pocke t s . 

She smi led sweetly. 
She said, " Ick , w h a t w e a t h e r . " I h a d to let h e r in. S h e s h e d 

h e r coat , h e r u m b r e l l a , h e r packages , a n d h e r boo t s ou t s ide , 
t h e n c a m e in to m y k i t c h e n . S h e was n o a n s w e r to a n y t h i n g . 
She said, " D o you w a n t t o — ? " 

" N o , " I said. 
" D o you w a n t to sit in t h e l iving r o o m ? " 
We sat in t h e l iving r o o m a n d j e a n gave m e a look tha t said 

So you re not a Lesbian any more, are you ? 
I said a l o u d , "Tha t ' s n o t — " a n d t h e n n o t h i n g . 
"Shall I tell you a b o u t Be t ty B o t t e r ? " she said. "You k n o w : 

'Bet ty Bo t t e r b o u g h t a bit of b i t t e r bu t t e r . Said Bet ty Botter , 
T h i s bit of b i t t e r bu t t e r , I t will m a k e my b a t t e r bit ter . So Bet ty 
Bo t t e r b o u g h t a bit of b e t t e r b u t t e r a n d it m a d e h e r b a t t e r 
be t te r . ' " 

" W h a t o n e a r t h — " I sa id . 
" B l e n d e r b l u n d e r . B e t s y B a t t e r . B a t t e r b u r g e r . My r i f l e . 

She 's in y o u r k i t chen , all w r a p p e d u p . " 
I said, " W h o w e r e you s t ay ing with in B o s t o n ? " 
" O t h e r Lesb ians , " said J e a n c o m f o r t a b l y . 
N o w I h a d d o n e s o m e t h i n g t e r r ib l e t h e d a y b e f o r e t ha t I 

haven ' t to ld you : I h a d b e e n a t t r a c t e d to s o m e b o d y else. I h a d 
been walk ing t o w a r d s t h e l ib ra ry w h e n I saw this twen ty -yea r -
old c o m i n g t h e o t h e r way in h i p - h u g g e r j e a n s a n d a funny-
little kn i t t ed t o p t h a t le f t h e r b a r e f r o m h e r ribs to h e r belly 
b u t t o n . A silly, r u f f l e d sor t of b louse . T h a t ' s w h a t I saw f i rs t . 
Then I t h o u g h t Isn't she cold? (It was ra in ing . ) T h e n I j u s t 
knew t h e r e was n o t h i n g so i n t e r e s t i n g in t h e wor ld as t ha t 
m i d r i f f ; my p a l m s y e a r n e d f o r it. I w a n t e d every little girl in 
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t h e w o r l d . 
T h a t ' s d i f f e r e n t , tha t ' s ve ry d i f f e r e n t . T h a t ' s b e i n g a you -

k n o w - w h a t . 
S h e said, ' " T i s wi th o u r j u d g m e n t s as o u r wa tches ; n o n e / 

Goes j u s t a l ike b u t e a c h bel ieves h e r o w n . " 
" Y o u ' r e m a d , " I sa id . D u m b wi th r a g e . H e r abso lu te ly inex-

pl icable c h e e r f u l n e s s . 
"I go t you a p r e s e n t , " s h e sa id , h a u l i n g a little b r o w n - p a p e r 

p a c k a g e f r o m s o m e w h e r e in h e r j e a n s (I d o n ' t see h o w s h e 
cou ld h a v e a v o i d e d s i t t ing o n it). G e n e r o u s l y s h e h e l d it o u t to 
m e . " G o o n , " s h e sa id . 

So I t o o k it a n d u n t i e d t h e s t r i n g ( s o m e p r e s e n t — b r o w n 
p a p e r a n d s t r ing! ) a n d u n w r a p p e d it, h o l d i n g in m y h a n d a 
little wh i t e b o x . A d e a d m o u s e ? A s n a k e s k i n ? A b i r d ' s skul l? 
T h e s e w o u l d b e j u s t J e a n ' s style. O r , m o r e c o n v e n t i o n a l l y , a 
f l e a - m a r k e t r i n g , o r t h e f e m a l e symbo l wi th t h e e q u a l s s ign o r 
t h e c l e n c h e d fist , all d o n e in lousy e m b r o i d e r y . 

It was a w a t c h s i t t ing o n a f o l d e d bi t o f p a p e r . I t wasn ' t 
c h e a p ; I k n o w t h e k i n d . I d o n ' t m e a n j e w e l r y - e x p e n s i v e , b u t a 
g o o d o n e . P e r h a p s twen ty - f i ve do l l a r s . A n a w f u l lot , f o r h e r . 

" Y o u a lways say you lose t h e e x p e n s i v e o n e s , " said J e a n t h e 
liar, "so I go t you a b a d o n e . H e r e . " A n d t h e bit o f p a p e r — 
u n f o l d e d — t u r n e d o u t to b e a n a d v e r t i s e m e n t f o r a w a t c h set 
a b o u t wi th d i a m o n d s , wi th a silly l ady in fa l se eye lashes , fa lse 
ha i r , fa lse e v e r y t h i n g . S h e was w e a r i n g a J e a n H a r l o w s l i p -
d ress , I m e a n — a n d l o o k i n g a d o r i n g l y i n to t h e eyes o f a 
h a n d s o m e , s h a d o w y m a n w h o s e f e a t u r e s you c o u l d h a r d l y 
m a k e o u t b e c a u s e h e was t h e o n e g iv ing t h e t w o - t h o u s a n d 
do l l a r wa tch ; a n d I s u p p o s e if you h a v e t h a t k i n d of m o n e y to 
b u y ladies (o r to b u y lad ies p r e s e n t s wi th) , you d o n ' t n e e d a 
face . 

S o m e t h i n g a w f u l is h a p p e n i n g . Ris ing. I d o n ' t t h i n k 1 can 
live t h r o u g h it. Also t h e a d is m a k i n g m e l a u g h . (1 m e a n w h y 
not ea t d i a m o n d s if you w a n t to possess t h e m ? O n l y t h e y ' d 
c o m e o u t t h e o t h e r e n d in a c o u p l e of days , w o u l d n ' t they?) 
J e a n ' s w^atch h a s nice , b ig n u m b e r s I c an r e a d a n d n o dia-
m o n d s . I s t a r t e d p u t t i n g h e r p r e s e n t o n t h e w h i t e s t r ip le f t o n 
my wrist by my old wa t ch , bu t s o m e t h i n g t e r r i b l e was h a p p e n -
ing to t h e r o o m . I 've h a d a n a w f u l shock . Like a p o o r w o r m 
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with a pin t h r o u g h it. A n d I wish to G o d J e a n w e r e s o m e w h e r e 
else. S e e i n g h e r t h r o u g h w h a t t h e y call " s c a l d i n g " t e a r s , 
s c r e a m i n g tears , h u r t i n g d r e a d f u l l y . 

I wep t , I wep t , c ry ing aga ins t h e r s h o u l d e r , nas ty bi l ious 
tears , a c h i n g tea rs ; d o n ' t eve r let a n y o n e tell you it's easy. A n d 
they d i d n ' t ease m e . Is it like h a v i n g convuls ions? I d i d n ' t wan t 
to be t o u c h e d , b u t I d i d ; so she p u t h e r a r m s a r o u n d m e , 
saying " T h e r e , t h e r e " a n d " N o w , n o w " a n d I p u t m i n e a b o u t 
h e r , f e e l i n g t h e shock of a l lowing it all to h a p p e n , k n o w i n g I 
cou ld t r u s t h e r . W e he ld each o t h e r un t i l I s t o p p e d c ry ing ; 
t h e n I said, "I w a n t to m a k e love r i g h t n o w . " 

She said, " Y o u r face is all r u n n y , " w i p i n g it with a k l eenex . 
T h e n she said, "I k n o w , b u t you w o n ' t c o m e ; you' l l j u s t k e e p 
h a v i n g t h e s e t r e m e n d o u s s u r g e s o f f e e l i n g . I t ' s t o o 
d i s t rac t ing ." 

" H u h ! " I said sulkily, b lowing my nose . T o c h e e r m e u p , she 
told m e a b o u t a l e t t e r s o m e p o o r w o m a n h a d wr i t t en in a 
n e w s p a p e r advice c o l u m n , a s k i n g a b o u t h o w cou ld she d o 
away with h e r t e r r i b l e d e f o r m i t y b e c a u s e she h a d this secre t 
s h a m e , this a w f u l t h i n g she c o u l d n ' t let a n y b o d y k n o w : that she 
had little hairs around the aureoles of her breasts. T h i s , of cou r se , is 
exactly w h a t J e a n has . J e a n t h o u g h t t h e le t te r very f u n n y , bu t 
I t u r n e d away, g r o a n e d , w r a p p e d m y a r m s a r o u n d my s tom-
a c h — a p a n g o f de s i r e so k e e n I cou ld bare ly sit u p . J e a n 
r o a r e d , which is exact ly w h a t y o u ' d e x p e c t f r o m a hear t less , 
sadistic Lesb ian . T h e y all c h e w tobacco a n d cuss like t r u c k 
dr ivers . N e x t t h i n g , she'll b e p u t t i n g o u t lit c igare t tes o n m y 
breas ts , j u s t like a c h a r a c t e r in a b o o k I r e a d by C.S. Lewis w h o 
( a f t e r all) m u s t k n o w . S h e p u t h e r a r m s a r o u n d m e a n d gave 
m e a f l u t t e ry kiss, such a close o n e , such a loving one , such a 
j u s t - l i g h t - e n o u g h o n e tha t I b e g a n to u n d e r s t a n d p o r n o g r a -
phy . Do you? I said, " H e l p , I can ' t wait!" so g o o d - n a t u r e d J e a n 
pul led t b e c u r t a i n s to a n d m a d e love to m e o n t h e living r o o m 
r u g . W e — u h — " d i d th ings , " w e — u h — " e n d u r e d " a n d w e — 
m m — " w i t h o u r " — 

See? 
I t r e m b l e d f r o m h e a d to foo t , I really d id . I d idn ' t lift a 

finger, j u s t like all t hose ladies in p e i g n o i r s in v a m p i r e movies . 
1 have n e v e r b e e n so u t t e r ly a b a n d o n e d in all my life. O r so 
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so r ry w h e n I c a m e . (She was w r o n g a b o u t tha t . ) A f t e r t h e 
t h i r d o r g a s m — t h r e e , c o u n t ' e m , t h r e e ! — b u t tha t ' s n o t h i n g , 
f o r a w o m a n — I was c o n t e n t to lie t h e r e a n d t h r o b , a d m i r i n g 
b e a u t i f u l J e a n , w h o n o w w a n t e d t h e s a m e t h i n g s d o n e to h e r , 
n o w tha t I was s p r y e r a n d s h e m o r e l a n g u i d , a n o t h e r k i n d of 
p l e a s u r e . So I d i d , t r y i n g n o t to l a u g h at t h e p e r s i s t e n t m e m -
ory of t ha t p o o r w o m a n so t o r m e n t e d by h e r s h a m e f u l d e f o r -
mity t ha t s h e h a d to wr i t e a n e w p a p e r a b o u t it. Sex , w h e n it's 
g o o d (bu t h o w o f t e n is it tha t? ) is l ike n o t h i n g o n e a r t h . So silly, 
so g r a n d . So i n d e c e n t , so m a t t e r - o f - f a c t . 

M u c h l a t e r I sa id , p e e r i n g t h r o u g h t h e c u r t a i n s , " I t ' s s top-
p e d r a i n i n g . Nas ty , t h o u g h . " 

Jean said, "Ge t d r e s s e d a n d c o m e in to t h e k i t c h e n , O . K . ? I 
w a n t to s h o w you B l u n d e r b e s s . " 

She a d d e d , " Y o u o u g h t to l ea rn h o w to s h o o t . " 

T h e n e x t d a y I was as p a r a n o i d as eve r , smi l ing n e r v o u s l y a t 
t he m e n in t h e l ib rary , t r y i n g to k e e p m y eyes o f f t h e w o m e n . 
I -know-they ' re-a l l - laughing-a t -me-because-even- i f - they-aren ' t -
I-deserve-it . 

Sex d o e s n ' t last. 
T h a t n i g h t I h a d a c o n v e r s a t i o n wi th t h e T o o t h Fa i ry . S h e 

c a m e a n d sat d o w n o n t h e e n d of m y b e d , l o o k i n g ve ry 
b e n e v o l e n t , s p r e a d i n g o u t h e r b l u e ny lon n e t skir ts , a n d re-
cal l ing to m e (even in t h e m i d d l e of m y d r e a m ) w h e r e I h a d 
seen h e r b e f o r e — s h e was s o m e b o d y I saw in a live s t age s h o w 
w h e n I was e igh t a n d I 'd swear it was t h e Ice Follies b e c a u s e I 
r e m e m b e r h e r in ice skates . 

T H E T O O T H F A I R Y : G o o d e v e n i n g , d e a r ch i ld . I a m 
h e r e to h e l p y o u . 

ME: M m m m p f ! W h a t ? 
T H E F A I R Y : T e l l m e w h a t you w a n t a n d I shall ge t it f o r 

you . 
ME: T h a n k s b u t n o t h a n k s h a h a . (My s t a n d a r d s of wit a r e 

p re t ty lousy in d r e a m s . ) 
T H E F A I R Y : Shall 1 r e s t o r e to you y o u r lost h e t e r o s e x -

uali ty, so tha t you m a y o n c e aga in a d o r e o n t h e L a t e La te 
Show h a n d s o m e ac to rs s u c h as B u s t e r G r a b b e , Di rk B o g a r d e , 
J a m e s M a s o n , a n d C h r i s t o p h e r L e e ? — l e a v i n g it to you to 
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d e t e r m i n e w h a t c o m m o n charac te r i s t ics (if any) a n i m a t e this 
r a t h e r pecu l i a r list because , m y d e a r , (to b e pe r f ec t ly f r a n k ) 
you have t h e d a m n e d e s t tastes I eve r saw. 

M E : N o t o n y o u r life. 
T H E F A I R Y : Shall I give you t h e g i f t of sixty mill ion 

dol lars? 
M E : Y o u h a v e n ' t go t it. 
T H E F A I R Y : Shall I give you t h e g i f t of b e i n g a t t r a c t e d to 

real m e n ? 
M E (sit t ing s t r a i g h t u p in b e d , in t e r r o r ) : N o , no , no , n o , no ! 
T H E F A I R Y (cross ing o n e leg ove r t h e o t h e r , t h u s reveal-

i n g t h a t she was i n d e e d w e a r i n g ice skates , g r e a t b ig c l u m p y 
whi te ones ) : Well , w h a t do you wan t , f o r g o o d n e s s sakes! D o n ' t 
be d i f f icu l t . Te l l m e y o u r h e a r t ' s des i re . 

T h e r e was a long , p u z z l e d s i lence in my by n o w very sym-
bolic b e d r o o m . W h a t d o I w a n t ? H e a l t h ? R iches? F a m e ? 
Beau ty? T r a v e l ? Success? T h e Respec t O f My Col l eagues? Do 
I w a n t to b e c o m e a saint? ( G o d f o r b i d . ) I 've w a n t e d all t hose 
th ings in my t ime . L ike t h e news of t h e d a y t h a t r u n s r o u n d 
a n d r o u n d t h e t o p of t h a t b u i l d i n g on f o r t y - s e c o n d s t ree t in 
N e w York , so little s n e a k y tags a n d p r o v e r b s r a n o v e r t h e 
ceiling, n o w in n e o n l ights , n o w in e lectr ic l ight -bulbs : It is 
be t t e r to m a r r y t h a n to h a v e a c a r e e r , S o m e b o d y lovely has 
j u s t passed by, Always give D a d d y t h e b igges t p iece of s teak, It 
is W o m a n ' s j o b to k e e p t h e s ta rs in t h e i r courses . N o n e of this 
he lps , of cour se . 

I said, "My d e a r e s t d e s i r e — " 
I said, " S o m e t ime in m y l i f e—" 
I said, " W h a t I really w a n t — " 
I said, "I w a n t to kill s o m e o n e . " 
T h e n I a m e n d e d it. N o t a w o m a n . Ce r t a in ly n o t a chi ld , n o t 

of e i t h e r sex. 
I said: I want to be able to kill a man. 

I said to J e a n , " W h y is w a n t i n g to be ab le to kill a m a n so 
b izar re? Men kill m e n . W a t c h T V . M e n kill women o n T V . " 

"Monopo l i s t i c prac t ices ," said J e a n . 
W e w e r e in h e r back y a r d , s t a n d i n g in t h e p r e m a t u r e au -

t u m n leaves, s h o o t i n g at tin cans . I h o p e d t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d 
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cats w o u l d h a v e s ense e n o u g h to b e w a r n e d o f f by t h e no ise , 
u n l i k e t h e t w o - l e g g e d k i n d o f cat , w h o is so o f t e n a t t r a c t e d by 
s o u n d s like t h a t . N o rabb i t s , e i t h e r . J u s t t in cans . I o n c e r a n 
over a d o g wi th my c a r — n o t m e a n i n g to , of c o u r s e — I was 
d r i v i n g i n to t h e s u n s e t a n d h a r d l y saw h i m un t i l h e was r i g h t 
in f r o n t of m e . I s lowed d o w n to twen ty a n d h e w e n t r i g h t 
b e t w e e n t h e whee l s ; 1 fe l t h i m b u m p i n g aga ins t t h e f l oo r -
b o a r d s ( a n d h e a r d h i m ye lp ing) b u t h e l i m p e d away fas t , so 
p e r h a p s h e wasn ' t k i l led. It was a n a w f u l , h a t e f u l t h i n g , w o r s e 
in s o m e ways t h a n h u r t i n g a h u m a n b e i n g b e c a u s e a n i m a l s can 
h a v e n o i n t e n t i o n s t o w a r d y o u . N o t rea l ones . 

Bow. ' J can is pa t i en t ly t r y i n g to c o r r e c t a t e n d e n c y she ha s to 
pul l to o n e s ide . I n h e r i t e d f r o m a r c h e r y p rac t ice , p r o b a b l y . A 
s t r a n g e , r e spec tab ly d r e s s e d P r o f e s s o r i a l t y p e a p p e a r e d in t h e 
g a p in t h e f r o n t h e d g e o n l y h a l f a n h o u r a g o , s a y i n g , 
a m u s e d — a s if it w e r e a n y of his b u s i n e s s ! — " W h a t a r e you 
girls d o i n g ? " (As I to ld you , I ' m th i r ty -e igh t . ) 

J e a n h a d s w u n g t h e g u n r o u n d , q u i t e coldly. A n d p u l l e d 
back t h e s a fe ty ca tch . " G e t o u t ! " H e t u r n e d pa l e a n d b a c k e d 
away, v a n i s h e d b e h i n d t h e h e d g e . As if it w e r e his bus ines s , 
y o u k n o w , as if e v e r y t h i n g w o m e n d i d was n a t u r a l l y his 
bus iness . 

Aga ins t t h e wi re f e n c e at t h e b a c k of t h e y a r d o n e ea r ly 
m a p l e s a p l i n g f l a m e s u p — p u r e scar le t . S u c h use less r a g e . I 
u s e d to t h i n k I fe l t l ike a f a i l u r e b e c a u s e I was n e u r o t i c , 
because I w as over - sens i t ive , b e c a u s e I 'd h a d a b a d c h i l d h o o d 
(who hasn ' t ) , b e c a u s e I l acked t h a t s e v e n t h o u t e r m o s t l ayer o f 
skin t h a t e v e r y o n e is s u p p o s e d to h a v e ; I said it was t h e p r i ce I 
pa id f o r b e i n g an in te l lec tua l . I c r i ed o v e r it. I u s e d to h a t e you 
so; I u s e d to d r e a m of ki l l ing you o v e r a n d o v e r a g a i n . I u s e d 
to w o n d e r , wi th a n awe b e y o n d all jea lousy, w h a t it was you 
h a d tha t p r o t e c t e d you so, tha t m a d e Rose fall in love with you 
(over a n d o v e r aga in! ) , w h a t peace , w h a t b less ing , w h a t in-
f in i te f a v o r in t h e eves o f G o d . 

Bam! 
J e a n is, I s u s p e c t , h o l d i n g it. 
Bam! 
(Any sens ib le rabb i t w o u l d h a v e f led l o n g ago . The tin can 

j e r k s mechan ica l ly . ) 
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" I ' m pu l l ing to t h e l e f t , " J e a n says. 
" O h J e a n , symbols!" 
T h e r e ' s n o sillier activity, pract ical ly s p e a k i n g (or so it s eems 

to me) t h a n s h o o t i n g tin cans in o n e ' s o w n back ya rd . T i n cans 
a r e n ' t alive. I d o n ' t w a n t to get t in cans o u t o f my way. Yet if 
m e n take to it like d u c k s to w a t e r (as a sign of t h e pos i t ion in 
life to which it has p l e a s e d G o d to call t h e m ) I t h i n k I will 
prac t ice anyway . I h a v e b e e n s h o o t i n g all a f t e r n o o n ; my back 
hu r t s , m y e lbows h u r t , m y skir t ' s d a m p a n d s ta ined f r o m t h e 
leaves. Even long , lovely I n d i a n skir ts w o n ' t d o f o r this so r t of 
activity; f i rs t you " b r e a k " it, t h e n you eject t h e u s e d c a r t r i d g e , 
t h e n you p u t it back t o g e t h e r aga in (like a s tap le r , see?), t h e n 
you f l o p d o w n o n y o u r s t o m a c h , t h e n you p u s h o f f t h e wha t -
c h a m a c a l l i t ( s a f e ty ca t ch ) , t h e n y o u b r a c e it a g a i n s t y o u r 
s h o u l d e r , which is g o i n g to h u r t like b l o o m i n g blazes b e f o r e 
t h e day is ove r . 

T h e T o o t h Fairy floats d o w n o u t of t h e c r o w d e d gray 
h e a v e n , flops o n a p i le of leaves , a n d r e m a i n s t h e r e , so 
shocked as to be nea r ly invisible. She watches us, b e r e f t of 
words . 

" Jean , " I said, " w h a t d ' y o u d o with a m a n you 've sho t?" 
"Leave h i m a lone , d e a r ; he ' s n o t m u c h g o o d d e a d . N o b o d y 

is." 
" W o u l d you b r i n g h i m back to l i fe?" 
" D u n n o . Maybe . M a y b e not . I ' d p r o b a b l y have to shoo t h i m 

aga in ." 
Bam! 
J e a n says angr i ly , " O h d a m n , this b las ted Be t tybop ' s d o i n g 

the C h a r l e s t o n . I ' m t i r ed . " S h e sits u p . "Will you d o my shoul-
de r s?" So I knee l ove r h e r , t r y ing to m a k e like a b a c k r u b t h e 
best I can , a n d c o m p o s i n g in my m i n d t h e fo l lowing le t ter to 
my e x - f r i e n d Rose (see p. 1 p a r a g r a p h 1) which I will e n t r u s t to 
the T o o t h Fairy to de l iver w h e n it is f i n i shed : 

" D e a r Rose, 
H o w a r e you? D o you still c o m m i t psychic incest with pe r -

sons b igger , b r i g h t e r , s t r o n g e r , r i che r , m o r e successful , a n d 
in every way b e t t e r t h a n yourse l f ? Do you look f o r h o u r s at 
lipsticks in s to re windows? A r e you beau t i fu l ? 
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"My f r i e n d a n d I h a v e j u s t f i n i s h e d viciously m u r d e r i n g 4 
rabbi ts , 3 t r e e s t u m p s , 8 p ieces of p a p e r , a n d 6 u n w a r y cats 
with a r i f le ca l led B l o o d y b o r e b i n g l e . It is a b l o o d y b o r e (bin-
gle). I t s ings magica l ly w h e n we t ake it o u t o f its w r a p p i n g s a n d 
howls eve ry t i m e we s h o o t it. I t w a n t s b lood . It w a n t s us to 
s h o o t M E N a n d h a n g t h e i r s t u f f e d in te s t ines o n o u r wall. My 
f r i e n d a n d I spi t o n t h e g r o u n d a n d cuss a lot. W e h a v e cu t o u r 
ha i r . W e f l ex o u r musc l e s in pub l i c a n d w e a r l e a t h e r j a cke t s . 
A r e we r evo l t ing? Y o u bet ! 

" T h e w e a t h e r h e r e is f i ne . W i n t e r is c o m i n g . S o o n it will be 
t oo d a r k to s h o o t m o s t o f t h e t ime , so I a m c o n c e n t r a t i n g o n 
r e a d i n g , t h o u g h f r a n k l y t h e r e isn ' t m u c h I can s t a n d , so I a m 
s t icking to t h e d i a ry of Mrs . Dan ie l D e f o e . Mrs . Dan ie l D e f o e 
is n o t to be c o n f u s e d wi th M r . Dan ie l D e f o e ; h e has t h e n a m e s 
a n d is t h e m a n , so d o n ' t ge t t h e m m i x e d u p . I a m also w r i t i n g 
my o w n h i s to ry , wh ich is a b o u t h o w a n u n s t a b l e ( tho ' p r e t t y ) 
y o u n g girl bese t by I n d e f i n a b l e R a p t u r e can b e c o r r u p t e d 
( d u e to t h e lack of p r o p e r g u i d a n c e ) i n to a hope le s s , h a p p y , 
n e u r o t i c f e min i s t mi l i t an t inve r t . Y o u m a y n o t k n o w w h a t 
" inve r t " m e a n s so you h a d b e t t e r look it u p . It is ac tua l ly a 
w o r d u s e d to d e s c r i b e s u g a r a n d is s y n o n y m o u s wi th l evu lose 
o r d e x t r o s e , I f o r g o t wh ich . My s tory is a w a r n i n g to all 
p a r e n t s , all c h i l d r e n , a n d all psychia t r i s t s . 

" D o you still f e a r to d r e s s in velvet b e c a u s e it is s e n s u o u s ? 
" D o you still t h i n k S h a k e s p e a r e is all a b o u t f a t h e r s a n d 

d a u g h t e r s ? 
" D o you still t h i n k y o u r b rea s t s a r e ugly? 
"I h a v e b e a u t i f u l b r ea s t s b u t you w o u l d n o t like t h e m , so 

d o n ' t visit. T h e w e a t h e r h e r e ' s t oo b r a c i n g . 

Surrea l i s t ica l ly y o u r s , 
E s t h e r . 

"P.S. W e a r e o n s t r ike aga ins t G o d . " 

T O O T H F A I R Y ; I r e f u s e to de l ive r t ha t ghas t ly , o b s c e n e 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 

M E (coarsely): B u z / o f f ! Y o u w e r e u n d o u b t e d l y d e m o t e d 
f r o m Fairy G o d m o t h e r b e c a u s e of s h e e r i n c o m p e t e n c e . 

T O O T H FAIRY (spitting on her ice skate blades): Never! 
Never! 
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M E : O f f ! O r I will h a v e y o u s e n t b a c k t o p a i n t i n g 
g o l d e n r o d s . 

J e a n said, " W h a t a r e you w h i s p e r i n g a b o u t ? " 
" I ' m c rea t ing , " I said. 
" W o u l d you s top c r e a t i n g a n d p u t y o u r r u g o s e ten tac le 

h e r e , eh?" said J e a n , i n d i c a t i n g h e r s h o u l d e r u n d e r h e r col lar 
"I t h u r t s . " She ' s b e g u n to p u r r . 

I said, " J ean , I a m will ing to c o m e ou t , b u t no t in t h e back 
ya rd u n d e r t h e eyes of t h e n e i g h b o r s . " 

" T h e n let's g o in ," she said. 

T h e a m a z i n g p e a c e f u l n e s s , t h e a s t o n i s h i n g lack of a n g e r , 
t he swee tness a n d b a l m of b e i n g at last o n t h e r i g h t s ide of 
p o w e r . 

You' l l m e e t us . I'll tell you t h a t t h e invisible s tars I t a lked 
a b o u t ea r l i e r a r e cal led Black H o l e s — b u t tha t ' s t oo -heavy 
symbol i sm; we t h i n k I'll k e e p tha t to ourse lves . 

Y o u ' r e Stevie. I'll wr i t e you . W e ' r e still o ld f r i e n d s , at least 
f o r a while . A r e y o u r f r i e n d s like you? A r e y o u r lovers like 
you? I just d o n ' t k n o w . (I m u s t wr i t e Sally a n d Louise , too , b u t 
at g r e a t e r l eng th ) . 

You can ' t r e c o g n i z e us in a c r o w d . D o n ' t t ry. 
You t h i n k J e a n a n d I will go away like ladies a n d live in t h e 

c o u n t r y with S t u p i d Ph i lpo t t s a n d t h e cats. W e won ' t . 
You t h i n k w e ' r e n o t m i d d l e - a g e d . You t h i n k we ' r e n o t o ld . 
You even t h i n k we ' r e n o t m a r r i e d . (We m i g h t be, even to 

you.) 
W o r s t of all, you t h i n k w e ' r e still f u r i o u s l y a n g r y at you , tha t 

we n e e d you , t ha t we h a t e you , tha t we scrabble d e s p e r a t e l y at 
y o u r sleeve, c ry ing "Le t m e go! Let m e go!" We 've seen you 
smi rk a little o v e r this, s o m e t i m e s in publ ic a n d s o m e t i m e s 
secretly in t h e m i r r o r w h e n you t h o u g h t 110 o n e was looking . 
Y o u ' r e r igh t , b e c a u s e t h e r e is an E s t h e r w h o still ha tes a n d 
n e e d s you b u t she n e v e r l iked you ( tha t was t h e giveaway) a n d 
every day she f a d e s a little m o r e . S h e c a r e d ho r r ib ly w h e n you 
said g u n s w e r e pen i ses so she c o u l d n ' t have one , t ha t p e n s 
were penises so she c o u l d n ' t have o n e , t ha t c h e c k b o o k s were 
penises so she c o u l d n ' t h a v e o n e , t ha t m i n d s w e r e penises so 
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she c o u l d n ' t h a v e o n e . (It a s t o n i s h e s all o f us , th is m o n o p o l y 
on symbols . ) 

W h e n I smi le f l a t t e r i n g l y a t you , w e ' r e a liar. 
W h e n we h a t e a n d n e e d you , I ' m d a n g e r o u s . 
W h e n they b e c o m e i n d i f f e r e n t , r u n f o r y o u r l ife. 

At this p o i n t s o m e h a p l e s s l iberal sees t h e e n d - p a p e r s ap -
p r o a c h i n g a n d has s t a r t e d l o o k i n g f r an t i ca l ly f o r t h e R e c o n -
ciliation Scene . It ( the l iberal) is e i t h e r c u r s i n g itself f o r h a v i n g 
got e n t r a p p e d in w h a t s t a r t e d as a p e r f e c t l y h a r m l e s s s tory o f 
love, p o i g n a n c y , t r a g e d y , s e l f - h a t r e d , a n d d e a t h , o r — r a t h e r 
s m u g l y — i s d i s a p p r o v i n g o f m e f o r n o t possess ing S h a k e -
s p e a r e ' s m a g n i f i c e n t g i f t o f r econc i l i a t ion w h i c h (if you t r a n s -
late it) m e a n s t h a t a t th is p o i n t I m u s t (1) m e e t a w o n d e r f u l , 
ideal m a n a n d fall in love with h i m , o r (2) kill myse l f . 

You wr i t e it. 
T h e way to d o it is this : (1) give u p y o u r j o b , (2) b e c o m e 

i m p o t e n t , (3) go o n W e l f a r e , (4) c rawl o n y o u r h a n d s a n d 
k n e e s b o t h to t h e W e l f a r e p e o p l e a n d y o u r sex p a r t n e r s , a n d 
(5) j u s t f o r t h e hel l o f it, t u r n Black. 

N o w you can wr i t e a perfectly beautiful r econc i l i a t ion scene . 
Y o u a r e t h e l iberal w h o m i g h t c o n c e d e (if p u s h e d i n to a 

c o r n e r a n d yel led at by t w e n t y a n g r y radica ls ) t h a t m o r a l i t y 
d o e s i n d e e d b e g i n at t h e m o u t h o f a g u n ( t h o u g h y o u ' d a d d 
quickly, " I t d o e s n ' t e n d t h e r e " ) b u t d o y o u rea l ize w h a t d o e s 
e n d at t h e m o u t h o f a g u n ? Fea r . F r u s t r a t i o n . Se l f -ha t e . Ev-
e r y t h i n g r o m a n t i c . ( T h i s d e p e n d s , o f c o u r s e , o n b e i n g at t h e 
p r o p e r e n d o f t h e g u n . ) 

Y o u a r e t h e t e e n a g e m a l e s t u d e n t w h o c o m e s to u s say ing O 
t e a c h u r t e a c h u r w h y t eaches t n o t t h o u C o n a n t h e C o n q u e r o r , 
B r a k t h e B a r b a r i a n , a n d D o u g l a s t h e Di l e t t an te , t h e y a r e 
m i g h t y e of t h e w e a n d a r m e , O t e a c h u r , t each y o n m i g h t y 
h e r o e s of o lde , p r a y p r a y . T o which we a n s w e r , S i r r a h s t u d e n t 
t h o u j e s t e s t t e e h e e h o h o wha t i n t e r e s t h a t h a W o m a n o f 
Reason in y o n c r a p p e ? T o wh ich t h o u sayest , T h a t is n o t 
c r a p p e , O b l i n d t e a c h u r , b u t G r e a t A r t a n d U n i v e r s a l e ; it is all 
a b o u t M y g h t y Male Feats a n d B e i n g a n H e r o , a p p e a l i n g al ike 
to y o n g e a n d o ld , hye a n d lowe, B l a k k e a n d Wliy t . T o wh ich 
we rep ly Buzz o f f , t h o u T w e r p , t h o u has t of sex i sm a n d a c n e a 
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ga l lop ing case f e h f e h . 
Y o u — o h , w h a t a nuisance you a re !—wil l s o m e d a y soon see 

us on T V asked at a d e m o n s t r a t i o n , o r s o m e o n e like m e unt i l 
she t u r n s r o u n d (you can ' t pick t h e m o u t of a c r o w d ) — 

In t e rv i ewer : W h o a r e you? 
W e (smiling): O h , s o m e b o d y . A w o m a n . 
I n t e r v i e w e r (he 's g e t t i n g ins is tent ) : B u t wha t ' s y o u r n a m e ? 
A n d we'll say very l ightly a n d quickly: My n a m e is L e g i o n . 
My f a t h e r o n c e t a u g h t m e to s h o o t t h e s a m e way h e t a u g h t 

m e to play c h e s s — b a d l y , so h e cou ld bea t m e . H e s h o w e d m e 
Fool's Ma te (so I cou ld avoid it, h e said) a n d t h e n insis ted t ha t 
I play b e f o r e I 'd even m e m o r i z e d w h a t t h e pieces w e r e sup -
posed to d o , b e f o r e I fe l t c o m f o r t a b l e with thern . H e t h e n 
gave m e Fool 's M a t e twice. 

I 'm a qu ick l e a r n e r . W e all a re . W e n e v e r p layed aga in . J u s t 
as we n e v e r sho t aga in . J u s t as we n e v e r c h a l l e n g e d h i m aga in . 

Unt i l now. 

J e a n w e n t to N e w Z e a l a n d . She got h e r d e g r e e , go t a j o b 
t h e r e , a n d le f t . 

I w e n t to m y f i r s t Lesb ian b a r . 
It 's a g l o o m y p lace c o n v e r t e d f r o m a n old g a r a g e a n d has 

been b o m b e d twice, n o t by b igots b u t by t h e Maf ia , w h o r u n 
the o t h e r gay b a r in t o w n . T h e y d id it late at n i g h t w h e n t h e r e 
was n o b o d y in it, wh ich was t h o u g h t f u l of t h e m , sor t of . 

I me t a big, fa t , l o w - i n c o m e w o m a n with a duck ta i l ha i rcu t . 
I really do objec t to t h e low i n c o m e a n d so does she, 
I was i n t r o d u c e d to h e r by a n e r v o u s , wide-eyed , twenty-

year-old w h o ' d n e v e r f i n i s h e d h igh school a n d w h o told m e a 
long , c o m p l i c a t e d s to ry ( c r a c k i n g g u m ) a b o u t a n E n g l i s h 
t eache r w h o accused h e r of p l ag ia r i sm w h e n she was wr i t i ng 
an essay a b o u t re l ig ion , which she fel t very keenly because at 
t he t ime she 'd b e e n p l a n n i n g to b e c o m e a n u n . W h e n she 
f o u n d o u t w h a t I d id f o r a l iving ("An Engl ish t eache r ! " she 
said in d ismay) she was very k i n d anyway; she insis ted o n 
p lay ing a g a m e of T V p i n g p o n g with m e a n d t h e n took m e 
a r o u n d a n d i n t r o d u c e d m e grave ly to e v e r y o n e in t h e ba r . I 
e n d e d u p si t t ing n e x t to t h e big, fat , &c., with w h o m I c r ied a 
little, a b o u t J e a n ' s leaving, b u t t h e n I p e r k e d u p w h e n she 
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a sked m e to d a n c e . I fe l t like a n a w f u l fool , d a n c i n g , b e c a u s e I 
h a d n ' t d o n e it s ince I was twelve in s u m m e r c a m p ( a n d t h e n 
we only l e a r n e d to r h u m b a , f o r s o m e pecu l i a r r e a s o n ) b u t s h e 
fel t so g o o d . So lovely a n d b lessed , as u p h o l s t e r e d p e o p l e d o . 
W h i c h s u r p r i s e d m e . So we w a n d e r e d a r o u n d t h e f l o o r f o r a 
bit a n d t h e n w e n t to my p lace b e c a u s e a c o n v e r t e d g a r a g e wi th 
d i m l ights is p r e t t y d e p r e s s i n g (she said it f i rs t ) a n d I c r i ed 
s o m e m o r e . 

S h e s h o w e d m e h e r g r e a t l a v e n d e r h a t (a c a p wi th a visor) 
a n d told m e w h a t it's l ike to d r i v e a taxi . I c h e e r e d u p . 

W e m a d e love, n e r v o u s l y . 
Y o u k n o w , I a m a n a w f u l snob . O r I h a v e b e e n a n a w f u l 

snob , b u t if it 's poss ib le to be m i s e r a b l e o n c e a n d t h e n n o t , o n e 
d o e s n ' t h a v e to stay a s n o b , e i t h e r . 

It was all you , you , you ( p o o r you!) , sec re t gue r i l l a w a r f a r e 
a n d I won ' t let you play o n m y a f f e c t i o n s ; I ' m a l lowed to j o k e 
a b o u t it b u t on ly o n m y back , this wicked , d e a d l y , ghas t ly , 
losing, m u r d e r o u s folly you so genia l ly , so c h e e r f u l l y , a n d so 
j o k i n g l y insist o n . 

B u t t h e r e ' s a n o t h e r you . A r e you o u t t h e r e ? C a n you h e a r 
me? W e ' r e g o i n g to m e e t a d o z e n t imes a day . You ' l l b e in m y 
c.r . g r o u p a n d you' l l say y o u can ' t s t a n d Lesb ians , L e s b i a n s a r e 
t e r r ib le , t h e y ' r e h o r r i b l e , a n d I'll say (in a smal l voice, t r y i n g 
no t to crawl u n d e r t h e sofa), " B u t I ' m a L e s b i a n , " a n d you'll 
say, " O h , " so m u c h in a n " O h , " so m a n y wor ld s in a n " O h . " 

We'l l j o k e ac ross a s t o r e - c o u n t e r , eyes m e e t i n g , ac ross a 
m i m e o m a c h i n e , talk ha l t ing ly in a l a u n d r o m a t , say ing , "Yes, I 
d i d n ' t t h i n k it w o u l d g o u p to e i g h t y t o d a y , " o r "Yes, it's a w f u l 
to d r ive in s n o w , " m e a n i n g , "Yes, I k n o w . " W o m e n w h o ' d h a t e 
m e if you k n e w ; you d o n ' t w a n t to h e a r a b o u t l ibbers a n d you 
cer ta in ly d o n ' t w a n t to h e a r a b o u t t h e o t h e r t h i n g , e i t h e r , b u t 
still t h e r e ' s t h a t a m a z i n g b o n d , fo l lowing each o t h e r a r o u n d 
the o f f i c e tenta t ive ly , p r i m i t i v e D e m o c r a c y , bits o f w o r d s ex-
c h a n g e d in t h e m a r g i n s o f Se r ious , I m p o r t a n t , Publ ic L i fe , 
little s y m p a t h i e s , w o m e n with silly g e s t u r e s , w o m e n with self-
d e p r e c a t i n g l a u g h s , w o m e n with t oo m a n y smiles , w o m e n 
w h o w e a r wh i t e gloves, a n d u n d e r it all t h e m o s t a m a z i n g 
t o u g h n e s s . 

O n c e a week I get a n a i rmai l l e t t e r with a n e f f l o r e s c e n t 
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s t a m p , a koala b e a r o r a r h o d o d e n d r o n , N e w Zea l and , of all 
places. 

S t u d e n t s w h o fol low m e with sl i t ted eyes, with the i r p r iva te 
journals , with h a n k e r c h i e f s ba l l ed in t he i r fists, b ecause they 
m u s t talk all a b o u t C h a r l o t t e B r o n t e o r d ie . 

Y o u ' r e a lone . Y o u ' v e h a d a b a d t ime . Y o u ' d r a t h e r n o t talk 
to a n y o n e , it's m u c h sa fe r , a n d yet s o m e h o w — i m p r u d e n t l y — 
you d o , every c h a n c e you ge t . Y o u say t h e m o s t a m a z i n g 
th ings to v i r tua l s t r a n g e r s . You k n o w w h o m you can t rus t . 

You say nas ty t h i n g s a b o u t w o m e n a n d l a u g h , ge t t ense a n d 
f u r i o u s in t h e p r e s e n c e of w o m e n intel lectuals , c a r e e r w o m e n , 
m a n - h a t e r s , u n C h r i s t i a n h a r p i e s . 

You give m e cookies a n d tea anyway b e c a u s e I look like a 
nice lady a n d you d o n ' t k n o w it b u t y o u ' r e r i gh t ; I a m a nice 
lady. 

You have w o n d e r f u l m e m o r i e s : a h a t with a s t r i ped r i b b o n 
at age e igh t , wav ing at a t r o o p t r a in in W o r l d W a r O n e , b e i n g 
ca r r i ed in a p a r a d e h o l d i n g a s ign t h a t said Votes f o r W o m e n , 
hav ing to w e a r k n i c k e r s a n d b e i n g f o r b i d d e n to p lay with t h e 
n e i g h b o r cat, a b a l e f u l Pe r s i an torn with g r e e n eyes, w h o m you 
loved. 

Y o u b r e e d cats. Y o u r ide . Y o u fix cars . Y o u can ' t s t a n d m y 
m o t h e r . S o m e t i m e s you a r e my m o t h e r . You wr i t e a w f u l 
s tories in m y classes a b o u t w o m e n w h o w o r k in fac tor ies (you 
know less t h a n n o t h i n g a b o u t t h e m ) a n d w h o s e h u s b a n d s bea t 
t h e m a n d w h o a r e s imp le a n d e l e m e n t a l a n d w h o f o r g i v e 
eve ryone , a n d in t h e m i d d l e of t he se stale a n d d r e a d f u l fic-
t ions you p u t y o u r o w n f r i g h t e n i n g , b e a u t i f u l , te r r ib le , vivid 
d r e a m s . 

Y o u ' r e Rose . 
You go quie t ly m a d in little backwa te r s , w o r r y a b o u t y o u r 

kids, tell e v e r y b o d y what ' s w r o n g with today ' s c h i l d r e n , h a t e 
y o u r m o t h e r , m u t t e r a l o u d in d e p a r t m e n t s tores , say a w f u l 
th ings in publ ic to my f r i e n d ' s c r i p p l e d d a u g h t e r , d r a g you r -
self ou t at t h i r t e e n ( o n e leg in a b race) to l ea rn to r i d e horses . 
Y o u ' r e t h e radical so r e a d y to d e s t r o y yourse l f t ha t you int imi-
da t e me . You wri te le t te rs to local p a p e r s in which you con-
d e m n all t h e w o r k i n g w o m e n in t h e wor ld , all t h e Black p e o p l e 
in the wor ld , all t h e p o t - s m o k i n g s t u d e n t s , a n d all t h e radicals 
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w h o w o u l d d e f i l e t h e p r o m i s e of A m e r i c a , a n d you s ign t h e m , 
"A C h r i s t i a n A m e r i c a n A n t i - h i p p i e M o t h e r . " 

W h a t can I say to y o u ? Y o u ' r e m o r e v a r i o u s t h a n tha t . H o w 
can I love you p r o p e r l y ? H o w can I p r a i s e you p r o p e r l y ? H o w 
can I m a k e love to you p r o p e r l y ? H o w can I tell you n e v e r to 
kill f o r p l e a s u r e , n e v e r to kill f o r s p o r t , n e v e r to kill f o r 
c rue l ty , b u t a b o v e all, d o n ' t p lay fa i r , b e c a u s e w h e n t h e y invi te 
you in, r e m e m b e r : we a r e n ' t p l ay ing . 

Y o u t each i n t r o d u c t o r y Un ive r s i t y b io logy , cry "Pu l l y o u r -
self t o g e t h a h ! " to y o u r l e s s - t h a n - S p a r t a n f r i e n d s , a n d c h a r g e 
u p m o u n t a i n s at f o r t y - t h r e e , w o r k i n g l ike t e n w o m e n , c a r r y -
ing a baby whi le y o u t e a c h f ive classes, r u n n i n g a f a r m , d y e i n g 
y o u r st iff Br i t i sh ha i r , a n d i n t i m i d a t i n g e v e r y o n e wi th t h a t 
u p p e r - c l a s s B r i t i s h v o i c e in w h i c h y o u t e l l u s a l l — s o 
t h r i l l i n g l y — t o b e S t r o n g . 

Y o u live o n u n e m p l o y m e n t , k e e p i n g gas m o n e y in a c u t - o f f 
milk c a r t o n in t h e f r o n t o f y o u r ca r , f i x i n g f o u r o r f ive ca r s f o r 
a h o b b y , g e t t i n g fu l l o f g r e a s e m o s t of t h e t ime , w e a r i n g y o u r 
h a i r c u r l e d a b o v e y o u r s q u a r e j a w like A n n a M a g n a n i , w h o m 
you say you look like ( a n d you do) , a n d s p e n d i n g b r o w -
k n o t t e d h o u r s b r a i d i n g m a c r a m e p l a n t h o l d e r s f o r 
g e r a n i u m s . 

Y o u smile a lot a n d r e t r e a t a lot a n d d i scover s t r a n g e t h i n g s 
a b o u t m e s o n s , ve ry qu ie t , ve ry shy, a lways los ing t h i n g s o u t o f 
t h e p o c k e t o f y o u r l ab coa t , d e f e r e n t i a l to y o u r h u s b a n d , 
d e f e r e n t i a l to e v e r y b o d y , a lways l o o k i n g as if you h a d j u s t 
said, " W h a t ? " 

Y o u ' r e my Pol ish g r a n d m o t h e r , b a d - t e m p e r e d a n d se l f i sh , 
an i m m i g r a n t at s e v e n t e e n to a c o u n t r y t h a t was n o t p a v e d 
with go ld a f t e r all, t h r o w i n g d i s h w a r e at y o u r two d a u g h t e r s 
in a r a g e un t i l t h e y h id o u t o f r a n g e o n t h e p o r c h r o o f , yet 
calmly t a k i n g a h o t i r o n away f r o m a c razy c o u n t r y w o m a n , 
saying, " S o p h i e , do l l i ng , you d o n ' t m e a n it. Give m e t h e i r o n . " 

Y o u ' r e m y f r i e n d Ca ro l e l l en , w h o d r e s s e d as a R u s s i a n 
M a i d e n in s u m m e r c a m p w h e n we h a d t h e c o s t u m e p a r t y , 
f a s c ina t ed by l ipst icks a n d b l u e - t i n t e d s tock ings at twelve, 
s h o r t - t e m p e r e d , c r y i n g o n c e b e c a u s e you t h o u g h t somebody-
was l e t t ing a p e t s a l a m a n d e r d ie (you were so thea t r i ca l a b o u t 
that!) , n o t w a n t i n g to h e a r a b o u t s exua l i n t e r c o u r s e f r o m t h e 
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c a m p c o u n s e l o r b e c a u s e you k n e w m a r r i e d p e o p l e j u s t fe l t 
each o t h e r u p , a n d fa l l ing in love wi th y o u r cous in who , to m y 
m i n d , r e s e m b l e d a long , lanky, newt , b u t insis t ing t h a t sex h a d 
n o t h i n g to d o with it; it was his b e a u t i f u l soul . 

You wr i te m e le t te r s a b o u t my books , saying, " D o you k n o w 
w h a t it's like to find yourse l f in l i t e r a t u r e on ly as a b a d m e t a -
p h o r ? " a n d you sign t h e m " E m p r e s s of t h e U n i v e r s e " a n d "A 
R e a d e r " a n d " A S t r u g g l i n g P o e t " a n d "A M a r r i e d W o m a n . " 
You say, "I l iked y o u r b o o k a n d a m s e n d i n g it to my d a u g h t e r , 
w h o is a t e l e p h o n e l i n e m a n in F lo r ida . " 

Hel lo . Hel lo , o u t t h e r e . H a v e you m e t J e a n in N e w Zea land? 
Did you m e e t s o m e b o d y you t h o u g h t m i g h t be J e a n ? T h a t ' s 
e n o u g h . Did you t h i n k you h a d n o allies? W h a t I w a n t to say is, 
t h e r e a r e all of us ; w h a t I w a n t to say is, w e ' r e all in it t o g e t h e r ; 
wha t I w a n t to say is, it's n o t j u s t m e , t h o u g h F m waving , too; 
Fve h u n g my r e d pe t t i coa t o u t o n a stick a n d I ' m s ignal l ing 
like m a d , I ' m t r y i n g to b e seen , too . B u t t h e r e a r e m o r e of us. 

You o n c e s en t m e a p o e m . 1 h a v e a n a w f u l f ee l ing you m a y 
send m e t h o u s a n d s of p o e m s . I can ' t r e a d t h e m . I'll have to 
p u t t h e m in my w a t e r b e d . (I h a v e n ' t go t a w a t e r b e d . ) I'll h a v e 
to f e e d t h e m to m y camel . (I h a v e n ' t go t a camel . ) It 's too m a n y 
p o e m s f o r o n e w o m a n to r e a d , b u t we s h o u l d all t r a d e p o e m s , 
we s h o u l d all talk like m a d a n d w h o o p a n d d a n c e like m a d , 
t ravel ing in ca r avans a n d o n camel -back (grea t , g o r g e o u s , 
snee ry eyes, h a v e n ' t they?) a n d e l e p h a n t - h o w d a h a n d sub-
m a r i n e a n d ho t -a i r ba l loon a n d canoes a n d unicycles a n d j u s t 
plain shanks ' m a r e t o w a r d s t h a t G r e a t G o d d e s s - T h a n k s g i v i n g 
D i n n e r in t h e sky; J e a n can r o u g h - h o u s e with S t u p i d Ph i lpo t t s 
a n d tie his ha i r back wi th a r e d r i b b o n a n d t h e n roll u p h e r 
sleeves a n d m a k e h e r b a t t e r b e t t e r . 

W e m u s t all ge t s o m e b e t t e r b u t t e r ; t ha t will m a k e o u r b a t t e r 
be t te r . 

T h e shir twais t w o r k e r s w h o w e n t o n s t r ike s t a r t ed j u s t by 
go ing o n s t r ike , b u t t h e n they d i scove red th ings ; t hey dis-
covered p icke t ing a n d un i ty a n d m u s e u m s a n d Les Miserables 
a n d M a r x a n d j o u r n a l i s m a n d rac i sm* a n d p a r k s a n d love a n d 
work a n d how to cook a n d each o t h e r . I like to th ink they h a d 

*Well, they began to. Some of them. Sort of. 
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f igh t s a b o u t w h e t h e r t r a d e u n i o n i s m m e a n t f e m i n i s m a n d 
f e m i n i s m m e a n t L e s b i a n i s m a n d L e s b i a n i s m m e a n t t r a d e 
u n i o n i s m a n d so f o r t h . 

So hel lo . It's b e g i n n i n g . I d o n ' t c a r e w h o you s l eep wi th , I 
really d o n ' t , you know, as l o n g as you love m e . As l o n g as I c an 
love all o f y o u . H o n k if y o u love us . F loa t a r i b b o n , a ch i ld ' s 
ba l loon , a p h i l o d e n d r o n , y o u r o w n h a i r , o u t t h e c a r w i n d o w . 
Let 's b e f o r us . F o r g o o d n e s s ' sakes , let 's n o t b e a g a i n s t us . 
S o m e b o d y ( f e m a l e ? ) s c r awled o n a wall a t t h e S o r b o n n e t h e 
m o s t sens ib le c o m m e n t o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y a n d it m u s t 
have b e e n a w o m a n ; I will be t a p o s t a g e s t a m p (with a koa la o n 
it) t h a t it was a w o m a n . * S h e l o o k e d a r o u n d h e r a n d she 
k n i t t e d h e r b r o w * * a n d t h e n s h e w r o t e w h a t I t h i n k we s h o u l d 
all fo l low, n o t to excess , o f c o u r s e , * * * b u t to excess , b e c a u s e 
t h e R o a d t o E x c e s s l e a d s a d s o l u t e l y e v e r y w h e r e , W i l l i a m 
Blake , q.v. ( w h o was so r t o f o n e o f us b u t n o t n e a r l y e n o u g h , 
no t to excess , n o t to w i s d o m ) . * * * * 

S h e w r o t e : 
Let's be reasonable. Let's demand the impossible.***** 

*I do not have in my possession at the moment a postage s tamp with 
a koala bear on it. I do have, however, a postage s tamp with a picture 
of the New Zealand r h o d o d e n d r o n on it (stylized). I'll bet that one. 
**Actually she may not have done this; she may simply have writ ten 
it. You don ' t have to make a face, though it helps. 

***Heavens, no. 

****He proposed to his wife, one hot summer ' s day, that they take 
off their flesh and sit in the garden in their bones. She did better . 
She knew better. She sat in the garden in her naked soul. 
***** Right! 
******A foot note without a re feren t . 

******* Another . 

* * * * * * * * A n c l a n o t h e r . By far the best kind. 

*********Y e t a n o t h e r . 

********** A perfectly blank footnote. 

*********** Q n e js SpeCial. It's for J ean . 

* * * * * * * * * * * * T h i s o n e | s v e r y special. It ends the book. It is for you. 
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"Daring, out rageous , brilliantly funny!" the New York Times reviewer 
might say of this book if it were "news that's fit to pr int ." Of course, it 
isn't, not in their te rms anyway, because it's honest. It isn't "dar ing," 
it's courageous; it's not "out rageous ," it's outraged. "Funny?" Only if 
you can stand the kind of two-edged, brass- tongued wit that cuts 
both ways. Meet T h e Demon, who talks more sense than most of us 
can muster in a mon th , and Rose, bur ied somewhere on page one, 
resurrected at the end as an innocent foil. Do you wake u p before the 
Tooth Fairy can o f fe r you three wishes? Have you ever noticed that 
she wears ice skates? Did your dead Freudian therapis t h a n g a r o u n d 
in the clouds cleaning his fangs? For more fascinating facts about the 
world, read On Strike Against God! It's f u n n i e r than Catch-22—the 
political analysis is b e t t e r — a n d more revealing than the Tibetan 
Book of the Dead. Really!! 

—Julia Penelope, 
co-editor of 
The Coming Out Stories 

Feminist readers know that J o a n n a Russ is an impor t an t writer. She 
has constructed fictions that mi r ror and e x p a n d ou r speculations 
with an impeccable and idiosyncratic imagination and language. 
She has focused on ou r l i terature the br ight beam of he r intelligence 
and wit. Those speculations, that critical acuity, that immediacy 
created by fine execution, are b rough t h o m e in On Strike Against 
God, a fiction that speculates on that most m u n d a n e , inevitable and 
fantastic event: a woman's coming out of patr iarchal definit ions, 
coming in to herself, he r love, our world. 

—Mari lyn Hacker, 
au thor of Taking Notice 

As one of the publishers of On Strike Against God, I've read it three 
times and I 'm still raving about it. It's brilliant, it's exuberan t , it's 
hilarious. I ident if ied so closely with Esther's feelings and experi-
ences—as an academic woman going t h r o u g h a radical changc of 
guts—that I kept laughing out loud. And the love scenes are the 
funnies t and most honest I've ever read. 

-—Joan Lark in, 
au thor of Housework 
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