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Authors Note




EVERYONE WHO WAS FORTUNATE ENOUGH TO FIND him or herself in Jim Townsends orbit during his time at Atlanta magazine, in the early and middle 1960s, will have a different notion of the man, the time, and the magazine. Jim was never the same to any two peopleand neither, I suspect, were the sixties. Both remain elusive these thirty years later. Very early in the writing of Downtown I gave up trying to catch the precise essence of the early Atlanta magazine and its contentious, incandescent founder and editor; I realized that it couldnt be donenot, at least, by me. So I tried instead to capture a slice of a particular city in a very particular time in the world, and let the characters become no more and no less than themselves. I am a fiction writer, not a biographer.

So anyone who knew him will see immediately that Jim Townsend is not Matt Comfortis, in fact, far from him, though perhaps they share some notable eccentricities. Nor is anyone else in these pages anyone I know, or you do, though many quirks will have overlapped.

But the city and the times are as close to my own time Downtown as I could come. No, Im not Smokyshes better woman than I, by far, and very little that happened to her happened to me. But I know her and her time and her world. In essence, if not in incidence, they were mine.

Atlanta was a wonderful, terrible, particular, and special place in those cusp days of the sixties; it could have been no other place on earth, and it will not come again. That luminous particularity is what I strove to capture in these pages. It may not be precisely as you remember it, but to Smoky ODonnell and to me, this is how it was, and this is the way we were.







    

Prologue




ALL OVER ATLANTA THAT FALL, IN THE BLUE TWILIGHTS, girls came clicking home from their jobs in their clunky heels and miniskirts and opened their apartment windows to the winesap air, and got out ice cubes, and put on Petula Clark singing Downtown, and sat down to wait. Soon the young men would come, drifting out of their bachelor apartments in Bermuda shorts and Topsiders, carrying beers and gin and tonics, looking for a refill and a date and the keeping of promises that hung in the bronze air like fruit on the eve of ripeness.

Atlanta in the autumn of 1966 was a city being born, and the energy and promise of that lying-in sent out subterranean vibrations all over the just-stirring South, like underground shock wavesa call to those who could hear it best, the young. And they came; they came in droves; from small, sleeping towns and large, drowsing universities, from farms and industrial suburbs and backwaters so still that even the building firestorm of the Civil Rights movement had not yet rippled the surface.

It was a time for youth. A tall, new young president had sent out a call of his own, and the young rose up for him with joy and purpose and the unbroken surety of his invincibility, and theirs. That he had died what was considered a true martyrs death in another slow, smiling, murderous Southern city did nothing to stem the rush of their ascendancy. On the contrary, it gave them focus and outrage to leaven their callowness; lent them a touch of becoming darkness. It was, after all, a very heady thing to have a new-slain hero of ones own. Strengthened and salted with his blood, the young surged toward the sun, and nowhere did they preen and jostle and mass themselves so thickly for the coming ofwhat?than in Atlanta.

The city was suddenly full of them: pretty girls in new Carnaby Street knockoffs, streaming into the heart of town to their secretarial jobs; young men in dark suits and narrow ties and polished Cordovans and self-conscious new sideburns, marching into banks and brokerage offices and law firms and the budding businesses that they would ride, like the tails of comets, up to meet the high young sun.

They met, of course they did; they met, and came together in pairs and groups and broke apart and reformed, like patterns in a kaleidoscope. It was a common saying in the first singles apartments of the city that if a girl couldnt get a date in Atlanta, the nunnery was the next step. And it was said, too, that if a man couldnt get a girl there, hed do better to go back to Birmingham. And it was largely true.

A girl, a man, a career, a romance, a lifeit was all out there, just ahead. I remember those autumn days of hope and exuberance and pale lemon sunlight, of softly chilled nights with scarlet leaves lit to translucence by city lights, so full of portent and promise that I often felt my very heart would burst with it.

Oh, wait, just wait, ran the song in mine and many hearts.

Oh, soon. Soon.









    

1




THE FIRST THING I SAW WAS A HALF-NAKED WOMAN dancing in a cage above Peachtree Street.

It was a floodlit steel and Plexiglas affair hung from a second-story window, and the dancer closed her eyes and snapped her fingers as she danced in place, in a spangled miniskirt and white go-go boots, moving raptly to unheard music. It was twilight on the Saturday of Thanksgiving weekend, 1966, when we reached Five Points in downtown Atlanta, and the time-and-temperature sign on the bank opposite the dancer said 6:12 P.M. 43 degrees. The neon sign that chased itself around the bottom of the dancers cage said Peach-a-Go-Go.

Holy Mother of God, look at that, my father said, and slammed on the brakes of the Oldsmobile Vista Cruiser that he loved only marginally less than my mother. Or rather, by that time, more.

I thought he meant the go-go dancer, and opened my mouth to make reassuring noises of shock and disapproval, but he was not looking up at her. He was looking at a straggling line of young Negro men and women walking up and down in front of what I thought must be a delicatessen. There was an enormous pickle, glowing poison neon green, over its door. It was raining softly, blending neon and automobile and streetlights into a magical, underwater smear. The walkers seemed to swim in the heavy air; they carried cardboard placards, ink running in the mist, that read Freedom Now, and We Shall Overcome. My heart gave a small fish-flop of recognition. Pickets. Real Civil Rights pickets. Perhaps, inside, a sit-in was in process. Here it was at last, after all the endless, airless years in the Irish Channel back in Savannah, drowned in the twin shadows of the sleeping Creole South and the Mother Church.

Here was Life.

Caught in traffica significant, intractable traffic jam, what a wondermy father averted his eyes from the picketers as if they were naked, and, lifting them toward the alien heavens above him, saw the dancer in her cage. He jerked his foot off the clutch, and the Vista Cruiser stalled.

Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, he squalled. Im turning around this minute and taking you home! Sodom and Gomorrah, this place is. You got no business in this place, darlin; look at that hussy, her bare bottom hangin out for all the world to see. Look at those spooks, wantin to eat in a place that dont want them. And have we passed a single church in all this time? We have not, and likely the ones that are here are all Protestant. I told your mother, didnt I? Didnt I tell her? You come on back with me now, and go back to work for the insurance people, them that want you so bad. Didnt they say theyd let you run the company newspaper, if youd stay?

Behind us a horn blared, and then another.

Pa, please, I said. Its nothing to do with me. I dont think my office is anywhere near here. Hank said its across from a museum. I dont see any museum around here; I bet this part of town is just for tourists. And Pa? Ill go to Mass every Sunday and Friday, too, if I have time. And after all, Im staying in the Church home for girls. What on earth could happen to me at Our Lady?

We dont know anything about these Atlanta Catholics, my father said darkly, but he started the Oldsmobile and inched it forward, into the next block.

Catholics are Catholics. Youve seen one, youve seen us all, I said in relief. We were past the go-go dancer and the marching Negroes now.

I heard some of them take that pill thing

Of course they dont! I said, honestly scandalized. Youre just talking now. You heard no such thing.

Well, I wouldnt be surprised if I did hear it, he said, but my shock had reassured him. He looked at me out of the corner of one faded blue eye and winked, and I squeezed his arm. My father was in his late sixties then; I was the last child of six, spawn of his middle age, born after he had thought the five squat red sons who were his images would be his allotted issue, and he was a bitter caricature of the bandy-legged, brawling little man upon whose wide shoulders I had ridden when I was small. But his wink could still make me smile, still summon a shaving of the old adoration that his corrosive age and his endless anger had all but smothered. Most of the time now I no longer loved my father, but here, closed in this warm car with the jeweled dark of my new city all around me, I could remember how I had.

Theres nothing for you to worry about, I said. Arent I Liam ODonnells daughter, then?

The convent school where I had spent twelve millennial years back in Savannah, Saint Zitasnamed after the patron saint of servants and those who must cross bridges; apt for my contentious lower-class neighborhoodwas big on epiphanies. It was a favored mode of deliverance among the nuns in my day, perhaps because no one stuck in Corkie could conceive of any other means of escape. I had a speaking acquaintance with every significant epiphany suffered by every child of the Church from Adam on. But I had never been personally seized by one. It seemed somehow dclass, bumbling and rural; my best friend Meg Conlon and I used to snicker whenever Sister Mary Gregory trotted out another for our edification.

Zap! Another epic has epiphed! we would whisper to each other.

I had one then.

I sat in the warm darkness of my fathers automobile, for the moment totally without contact with the world outside and newly without context of any sort, and saw that indeed I was Liam ODonnells daughter, wholly that, just that. Maureen Aisling ODonnell, known as Smoky, partly for the sooty smudges of my eyelashes and brows and my ash-brown hair; smoke amid the pure red flame on the heads of my brothers. Twenty-six years on earth and all of them within the fourteen city blocks near the Savannah wharves that was Corkie, for County Cork, whence most of us who lived there had our provenance. Daughter of Maureen, sister of John, James, Patrick, Sean, and Terry. But unquestionably, particle and cell and blood and tenet, daughter of Liam ODonnell.

It stopped my breath and paralyzed me with terror, and in the stillness my father laughed and pummeled my thigh, pleased and mollified, and said, You are and no mistaking. See you remember it.

And we inched on up Peachtree Street toward midtown Atlanta, where the Our Ladys Home for Catholic Girls waited to receive me in its red Medusas arms.

I know that he was handsome once. There are yellowed, saw tooth-edged snapshots stuck in old albums and curling in drawers at home to attest to that. Never tall, of course, but powerful through the chest and arms from his years of wrestling reams and bales of Monarch paper products on and off the freighters that wallowed at the Savannah municipal docks. He was dark, too, from the malignant kiss of that coastal sun, even though his hair was as thick and red as molten copper. Even in the old photographs it looked red, like lava. His eyes were bright blue, though in the photos they were always narrowed with laughter; he laughed constantly when he was young, it seems. Laughed and sang and cursed and flirted; I have heard the stories of his legendary charm ever since I was old enough to understand them, and some of it I remember. He was still a force to be reckoned with when I was a child.

I remember running down to meet him at the edge of the docks when his shift was over. I was not allowed to go any farther into that den of iniquitous cursing and brawling and innuendo than that, but I would stand with one or more of my brothers, waiting for him, and I heard the laughter and the admiring jeers about his sexual prowess from the small crowd of men that always surrounded him. The talk would stop when the men reached my brothers and me, and change to the mindless, crooning endearments that Irishmen always have for girl children, and the sly, freighted teasing that they keep for boys. But I knew the sense of it. All of us kids in Corkie knew, early on. You could not live in the warren of small row houses and tenements that bordered the docks, off Gallien Street, and not know about sex. You would have to have been deaf and blind. The great, smothering mantle of Saint John the Baptist may have effectively stifled our actions, but it could do nothing about our minds and our groins. I never knew of more people in one time and place who thought more about sex and did less about it than the children of Corkie, in Savannah, Georgia, in the last two decades before the pill.

So I always understood that my father was two people: Liam ODonnell who was my father and the head of our cramped, noisome household, whose savage hand lay heavy on all of us and whose sentimental, conventional Irish tongue glibly celebrated the joys and values of Family; and Liam ODonnell the laughing, quick-handed rogue male, who, not unlike Brownings last duchess, liked whateer in skirts he looked on, and whose looks went everywhere. For a long time I loved the one and was awed by and proud of the other, even as I pretended to know nothing of him. Not knowing has been the way of the women of Corkie since time out of mind.

Of my mother I have always had less of a sense. She was when I first remember her as she was, to me, all of her life: gray of hair and face, deft and constant as a robot in her kitchen, silent and smileless, heavy-footed, and red-handed from daily washing of the familys clothes and dishes. She wept when my father bought her a washer and dryer, when I was about ten, and not from joy, either. She wept because she said that the Blessed Virgin never had such, and nowhere in the scriptures did it say that a virtuous woman should, and she might be only plain little Maureen Downy ODonnell from Pritkin Street, but there was no woman in the parish that kept a better house or did more for her family. Even Father Terry said that. She kept the washer and dryer, but she made sure that we all knew she made an act of contrition.

Thats what I remember most of her: her great, limitless, blind, joyless faith. For a very long time it maddened and embarrassed me. By the time that I saw that it was what she had in place of love or laughter or joy or even contentment, she was gone. Of all the things I never did, telling her that I understood that is the bitterest to me. I wish I could have seen it, or, failing that, I wish I had had the wit to lie and say I did. But in those days I had little of understanding and less of the sort of wit that breeds kindness. When James and John, my oldest brothers, used to speak of the slender, curly-haired young woman who laughed in the hot evenings on the stoop as the children of Corkie played around the marble doorsteps, or who sang in the mornings while breakfast cooked, I could only look at them. They might have been talking of someone they saw on the screen at the Bijou on Saturday afternoons.

I look like her though, or as she once looked. I have the old photos, and they do not lie. I am, as she was, pale of skin, with her soot-fringed, water-clear gray eyes and her coarse, unruly dark curls; deep-breasted and small-waisted, with round hips that I used to try, vainly, to subdue with fearsome junior girdles. I have not bothered with these in many years. One day, perhaps, like her, I will be as soft as a pudding, but so far I am not. I have her deceptively sweet face; I will always look younger than I am, a fact that I hated for many years and have come, now, to appreciate. Sometimes, I am told, I can look almost sanctimonious, with a cloying, missal-saints rapt stare; this, usually, when I am lost in thought or tired to mindlessness. Those who tell me this do not mean it as a compliment, and I do not take it as such. I am very far from saintly. I have from my father, in addition to his smallness of stature, his pigheadedness and swift, hot temper and his sentimental penchant for lost causes, although the nuns and my mother taught me early and well to put a cap on all of them. From the time I was four or five I could hold my own in a fight with my brothers, and learned soon after that I could devastate them with my tongue. But from almost as early an age, I was wracked with guilt when I did either one. I think if I had not gotten out of Corkie I would eventually simply have exploded from the force of all those warring, tightly repressed factions roiling within me. Many Corkie women did explode, or, like my mother, simply and gratefully turn to stone.

During the last terrible, irreparable argument I had with my brother John he told me that she changed when I was born, but I know that he was only trying to hurt me with that. In his eyes I had brought scalding shame on the family, and he fought me with what weapons he had. I knew that what he said was not true. My mother changed very gradually, and if I had been older I could have seen it happening. She began to change, I think, when my father started with the women and drinking, and she changed for good and all when he did, when the laughing and the kissing and the spontaneous snatching-up and dancing around the kitchen stopped, and that was when he and many other Corkie men were fired from Monarch for trying to unionize.

Before that my father had been a fierce partisan of all things American, loudly scornful of those who clung to the ways of the old sod. It was, by his lights, a good life Monarch had given him and his family; to him, made in America was more than a public relations slogan. It was one of the tenets that he lived by.

But Ireland will not, finally, let her sons go, and the dark need to argue and shout and rage in the name of injustice, real or imagined, came crawling out of the core of Liam ODonnell like a tapeworm. When the first black menspades and spooks and nigglers always to my father and the men of Corkie, even though they had long bossed black gangs on the docks and laughed and eaten with thembegan to aspire to and get minor supervisory posts, better pay, brighter prospects at Monarch, Liam ODonnell and the Monarch men of his age began to lobby for organization and unionization. Georgia was a right-to-work state, and companies like Monarch were not about to let that change. Anyone not blinded and maddened with prejudice could have seen that it was a lost cause. But despite thator perhaps, being the man that he was, because of itmy father took his rage to the pubs and street corners, and gathered a sizable army of red-faced, furious, bellowing Irishmen around him before Monarch bothered to fire them. It was a terrible shock to him. I truly dont think he ever recovered from it.

I was around nine when it happened, in that last somnolent year of the decade, and I remember almost to the day when the man I had known came home from work for the last time and sat down in front of the large new Dumont television set he had bought and turned into someone I no longer knew. This man laughed no longer, made no more insulting, infectious jokes, took us no more for ice cream or to bingo, went only on high holy days to Mass, and carried me never again on his shoulders on a hot, still summer night. He stared silently at the flickering black and white screen in the living room while the life of the house stumbled awkwardly around him, waiting only for five oclock, when he could escape to Perkinss Pub on the wharf, under the great shadow of the river bluff, where he and his mates had always stopped off after work three or four times a week. Now they met there and drank, steadily, watching the shifts change and the crowds, increasingly dotted with black faces, surge back and forth across the docks like the tide, while they muttered together in their spleen and sadness. And what they talked of in those twilights now was Ireland.

It was during those days, when he would come stumbling home, often on the arms of his cronies or one of my brothers, sent to fetch him, that I began to hear the old stories of Ireland. Stories of soldiers and poets and kings and virtuous maidens, stories of heroes and battles and glory and blood. Stories and songs that we had not known he knew. Perhaps he had not known, either. In those days, and the days that followed, my laughing, devilish, handsome father became one of those ludicrous and heartbreaking professional Irishmen who could be found drinking and weeping in pubs up and down the East Coast from Boston to Savannah; a straggling, frayed rosary of beads that had yearned to be gold but could not, in the end, transmute themselves. Ireland, they intoned endlessly, Ireland. If it was not Irish, it was not worth the gunpowder to blow it to hell.

It was then that he began to call me Smoky. Before that he had called me, as everyone else did, Reenie, after my mother, or, if he was angry with me, the more formal Maureen. I had almost forgotten that I had a Gaelic middle name; the old grandmother who had insisted on it, my fathers nonna, had died when I was not yet two. It is spelled Aisling, and it means, literally, beautiful dream. I remember being told that back during the Troubles, when their English oppressors had forbidden that poetry about Ireland be written, Irish poets used the word aisling in place of Ireland. My father remembered it suddenly one evening when John and James had brought him home much the worse for wear, and seized upon it as if it had been the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

Beautiful dream, he crooned, over and over, his voice thick with Jameson and tears. Beautiful dream. Ah, and tis Aisling you are from now on, darlin, and Ill not be hearing anything else under this roof.

He often sounded like Barry Fitzgerald after a session at Perkinss.

When pronounced, the name sounds like ashling, and it was only a matter of time until one of my brothers, tormenting me, stumbled upon ashy, and then Smoky. I hated it, and ran sniffling to my father, sure that he would reestablish by fiat the slightly less objectionable Aisling. But something in the cheeky, common little nickname pleased him, or else his perversity demon was sitting on his shoulder that day, because he laughed uproariously, and repeated it several times, and the boys all laughed, and even my mother smiled, and Smoky I have stayed until this day. As I grew older I tried, without success, to reintroduce Aisling or Maureen or Reenie among my schoolmates, but without success. Something in the combination of syllables, some essential foolishness, obviously had great charm. It is a nickname without dignity or substance; a man I once loved told me that it sounds like a strippers name or a professional lady roller skatersSmoky ODonnell, queen of the steel wheels. It might as well be graven on my forehead. If I should ever win a Pulitzer Prize, it will be presented, not to Maureen Aisling, but to Smoky ODonnell. It has outlived by far its perpetrator, and bids fair to outlive its owner. It is not the least of the reasons, that first night in Atlanta with my father, that Liam ODonnells daughter struck me to stone.

We crawled with the Saturday night traffic out Peachtree Street, past the great department stores, lit for Christmas, past the towering new hotels that were springing up like white mushroomsone, I had heard, had a cocktail lounge on its roof that revolved, presenting a spangled panorama of the entire citypast office buildings and restaurants and movie theaters and shops. There were people everywhere, heads lowered against the mist, hurrying across the streets and down the side-walks. Many carried Christmas packages and shopping bags from stores that were names out of legend to me: Richs, Davison-Paxon, J.P. Allen, Muses. There were many couples, heading into the movie theaters and restaurants, and who knew where else. Most walked quickly, some arm in arm, and it seemed to me that all of them were smiling. It was a world made of light; light was everywhere. Streetlights wore opalescent collars, neon signs streamed and flared, automobile lights blazed and flickered, tires left iridescent snails tracks on the shining black streets. Even closed away in the Vista Cruisers overheated interior, I could hear the music of the city: horns blaring, tires swishing wetly, brakes squealing, sirens, snatches of laughter and shouts at intersections, from somewhere the heavy beat, though not the melody, of rock music. Saturday night in downtown Atlanta.

I swiveled my head from side to side, heart beating high in my throat, trying to slow my breathing so that my father would not think me inflamed by this Sodom, this Gomorrah. I was close to weeping with an excitement that was the nearest thing I could imagine to the holy rapture Sister Dinitia once described to us. We had been force-fed Latin by Sister Mary Gregory, in whom the world had lost a great Classics scholar when she cast her lot with the cloister, and I said silently, with Cicero long before me, The city, the cityresidence elsewhere is mere eclipse.

We slid out of the canyon of tall buildings and fetched up abruptly in stalled traffic in a part of town that was light-years, eons away from the romantic, MGM cityscape we had just passed through. On either side of Peachtree Street now were modest, two- and three-story buildings housing anonymous, largely unlit businesses and services, overhung with a bleak litter of electric wires and signs and frayed awnings and the crossbars of utility poles. But it would not have mattered if it had been Park Avenue, Worth Avenue, the Rue de la Paix. The show was not the street, but the people on the street. Shoals of them, a great river of them, packed so tightly that they seemed to move all of a piece, like the tide, eddying slowly along the sidewalks on Peachtree Street, seemingly oblivious to the nearly stopped carfuls of people who were gawking out windows at them.

Hippies! My father spat. Will you just look at them dirty hippies, now! Dear Jesus, there must be five thousand of them!

He was right, or nearly; there were not, of course, five thousand of them, but there were a lot, and hippies they were, and more: I saw bikers and out-and-out addicts, so stoned on what they were smoking or had just swallowed or shot up that they were clearly not in the same universe with the rest of us; ragged and eerie children whose bizarre costumes owed more to economic circumstance than the current flower-child craze; supine bodies that might be stoned or ill or even dead; young girls who, even to my untutored eyes, could only be prostitutes; plumed and preening black youths who could only be pimps. Smoke lay in solid strata in the air above the sidewalks; even inside the car, its acrid bite advertised its backyard origins. Music keened and thumped from guitars and radios; ragged and belled cuffs and vests and beads and bare feet and a sea of thin, faded denim challenged the raw fog of the night. Everyone moved slowly and hypnotically, as if underwater; no one seemed at all bellicose or threateningindeed, most merely looked wackily exaltedand virtually everyone was young. There was nothing at all in the entire lot to threaten, except the sheer numbers of them and perhaps their studied grotesquerie. But I saw many windows in the cars around us fly hastily up, and my father quickly locked the Vista Cruisers doors.

Its straight home were going, and I want no sass from you, he said tightly.

Pa

No! Ill not leave you here by yourself where dirty hippies and God knows what else are shootin dope in their veins on the street, and fornicatin in the gutters! No decent Catholic girl should have to see that; no daughter of mine will have to go through that mess of whores and whoremongers to get to her work.

I was silent. We were at the heart of it now, the thing inside Liam ODonnell that had killed my love for him; the thing that had driven me, ultimately, away from home. It was not the potheads and freaks and the affluent white teenagers playing at being hippies; it was the sex implicit among them. It was sheer bad luck that we should blunder into the fabled Tight Squeeze area of Atlanta that even we in hermetically sealed Corkie had heard of, but I was not surprised. If it had not been Tight Squeeze it would have been something else, anything. I turned my head away from him, feeling the old bile of anger and resentment rise up into my throat, wondering if I had the courage simply to snatch my suitcase out of the car and shut the door and walk away from it, and find my way to the Churchs Home on foot.

Remembering

From the time we reached puberty, even before, we were taught by our mothers and the nuns and the Church in general that chastity was the only normal, desirable, permissible, or possible state for an unmarried girl, and that even thinking about doing it would result in instant corruption, begin the long slide into ruin. To actually do it meant pregnancy, disgrace, death, everlasting hell. No ifs, ands, or buts. I dont know precisely what the boys were taught, but it must have been something similar, only with the added threats of defiling the temples that were their bodies and bringing shame and anguish to their mothers hearts. The natural consequence was that we thought about it all the timethe Black Act, the Dirty Deedand not a few of us did it. We wept, afterward; we burned inwardly with shame and fear; we suffered agonies of guilt, but we did it.

I never did, but I was a late bloomer, and had not yet begun to date in earnest by the time I was sixteen. But my best friend, Meg Conlon, had. She had gone steady with Frank Callahan since they were thirteen, and by the time she was sixteen, desperate with love and hormones, they did it in the back of Franks fathers car after a Demolay dance, and then they did it again, and yet again, and the February before she turned seventeen Meg got pregnant. I never did hear how she figured that happened; I knew that Frank was using the rubbers that his older brother got for him at Malones Drugstore. Perhaps the nuns were right; birth control of any kind was a sin, and the sinner would inevitably pay.

I didnt know about Megs pregnancy. I dont think anyone else did, either, perhaps not even Frank. Meg attempted to abort herself one night with a coat hanger, and ended up in Sisters of Mercy with a raging infection that brought her near to death for many days, and ended, we heard, any chance of her ever having children. I wanted to go to her but my father forbade me, and when she was well enough to come home she went, instead, to her mothers mother in Jacksonville, ostensibly to care for that terrible old harridan in her long last illness. She never came back. Frank left Corkie the day after his high school graduation, and we never saw him again, either. My father forbade me to talk about either of them.

She was no better than a whore, he said when he found me in tears for Meg, soon after we heard. And what happened to her is no more than should have happened.

I looked at him incredulously. If I had not been so shocked and outraged, I might have seen the living fear that looked out of his white-lashed blue eyes. But I did not. I saw only that his face was red with rage, tight and twisted and terrible.

Why is she a whore when she does it, I screamed at him, but when you do it with half of Corkie youre not

He slapped me. Before he did that, I still loved my father after a fashion, as best I could. After that, I did not.

His words and the slap had finished the work that the Church had begun, though. After that I became a classic good girl, a model of Catholic young womanhood, the flower of my family. I was a true child of Saint John the Baptist and Corkie. I dated, decorously, many good Catholic boys, but never more than one at a time and never seriously. When things began to get serious, I fled. I still do not know if it was fear or anger that kept me, as the Church puts it, pure.

I had little time at Armstrong College for serious relationships; I studied endlessly to keep my Demolay scholarship and worked in the college bookstore after classes to help pay expenses. There was one young man, a dark, silent, awesomely gifted young Pole from Pittsburgh named Joe Menkiewicz, the editor of the school paper, for which I wrote a column and served as feature editor, with whom I might have thrown caution and Corkie to the winds, but he transferred to Columbia journalism school before the relationship could catch fire, and no one like him happened to me again. I found and nurtured as best I could a talent for writing and editing, and graduated with honors and as editor of the Armstrong Argonaut, and went to work in the office of a large marine insurance company on Bay Street, on the bluff above the docks where my father had worked for so long. I lived at home, paying room and board to my mother and father, and advanced quickly at work, and dated steadily, all good young Catholics from the old neighborhood, trainees in insurance offices like mine, banks, real estate firms, or perhaps the sons of prosperous local Irish merchants. A few of them were truly interested in me and wanted for me just what my family wanted: marriage, children, a life of service in the Church, a neat house on a neat square in the old city a littlebut not too muchmore affluent than the ones we grew up in, a prosperous middle age, an old age full of years and respectful grandchildren, an honorable death, and a huge funeral at Saint John.

I wanted none of that, but I did not know what I did want. Like Scarlett OHara I would, I decided, figure all that out tomorrow. I bent myself to my work. Before I even raised my head I was twenty-six years old and a rising star in my company and more than half-seriously involved with a handsome young claims adjuster there who was on what would one day be known as the fast track and who was still a virgin.

And I still did not know what I really wanted.

And then one day I did. It was the night Hank Cantwell, my best friend from Armstrong days, the art director of the Argonaut and the college yearbook, called me from Atlanta and said, You remember those photo-essays we did on the Naut about the old town? The cityscape things that I shot and you did the captions for? Well, I showed them to somebody, and he wants to talk to you.

And a voice like rich honey, like poured wine, deep and complex, came on the line and said, Hello, dear heart. My name is Matt Comfort, and Im the editor of Downtown magazine, and I want you to come up here and work for me.

I said nothing for a moment, while the rest of my life roared in my ears. I knew in that instant that I would go. I knew before I knew who this man was, or even what manner of magazine his might be, that I would go, that I would go if I had to walk every step of the way to Atlanta, and that nothing forever after would be the same. All that was in the extraordinary voice, and more.

Before I could speak, Matt Comfort said, Hank has told me about your daddy. Is he around? If he is, put him on.

I looked at the phone and then at my father, sitting as he always sat, in front of the television set, drinking John Jameson. The set that year was an RCA. He looked up at me when I did not speak, and I simply walked across the room and handed the phone to him, the cord stretched tight. And I sat down to wait.

It was not a very long conversation. Mostly my father said, Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yes. Uh-huh. I see.

Finally he said, Well, shell be calling you back, Mr. ComfortMatt, thenin the morning. You, too. Good-bye, now. And he hung up the phone and studied me in silence. My mother had come in from the kitchen, and we stood looking back at my father.

Fellow Comfort thinks highly of your work, Smoky, my father said, as if it had only just occurred to him that I might have any sort of proficiency. Starting a new magazine up there for the chamber of commerce, he is, says its going to be the best one of its kind in the world. Says its already more than halfway there.

I nodded. My father looked at my mother.

Wants Smoky to come up there and work for him. That Cantwell fellow that Smoky had here once, the one with the glasses and the fat behind, you remember, he showed this fellow Comfort some of the work our girl did while she was at college, and this Comfort told him to get her right on the phone. What do you think of that? Mama?

My mother started to shake her head, and my father lifted a hand. She subsided.

Fellow says he knows how we must feel about letting her go all the way up there by herself, but says hes a Catholic, too, and hes on thethe board or something of the Churchs home for working girls or something like that, right near this magazine office, and hell see she gets a nice room there, and makes friends with some other Catholic girlshes got two working for himand hell look after her himself, and even take her to Mass with him until shes found her way. Goes to a big church called Saint Matthews. Says he cant pay Smoky much, but he can see that she comes to no harm, and he says shes got that kind of talent ought to be given a chance

Is he married? Does he have a family? my mother said.

Well, of course he does. I mean, he didnt say, but no chamber of commerce is going to be giving a grand new magazine to some young, unmarried upstart, now are they?

My mother said nothing.

Well, Smoky girl?

Oh, Daddy, oh my God I breathed.

Dont blaspheme, my mother said automatically.

And so I was on my way at last.

It was the first of the many miracles I personally witnessed Matt Comfort perform, that toppling of my fathers towers without a shot being fired. It gave me a great and giddy sense of possibilities, the sense that, in that city to my north, on fire and on the make, assorted minor miracles might truly be within beck and call, at least that of Matt Comfort.

Then send me one right now, I thought desperately from the passenger seat of the Vista Cruiser stalled in Tight Squeeze, watching from the corner of my eye my fathers face harden into the resolve to take me home to Corkie. God or Our Lady or Matt Comfort or somebody, send me a miracle or this whole thing is surely going to end right here in this car.

And it being the night for them, miracles as well as epiphanies, my deliverance presented itself at that instant, standing on a street corner under a streetlight on the corner of Tenth and Peachtree Streets.

Look, Daddy, I said, incredulous laughter bubbling up like ginger ale in my chest, tickling giddily behind my eyes. Look over there.

He followed my pointing finger and saw them, too. Three young nuns in full habit and a young priest in jeans and a crewneck sweater over his dog collar, standing in the middle of a throng of the tatterdemalion, half-naked young, strumming guitars and singing and laughing as if the whole scene were a Sunday School picnic. Over my fathers silence I could hear, faintly, the sound of the chords, and their singing: The answer, my friend, is blowin in the wind.

My father did not speak again until we had cleared the lights of Tight Squeeze and were at the corner of Fourteenth Street, where we were to turn left for the Churchs Home.

Im leaving you here against my better judgement, Maureen Aisling, he said. And Ill be in touch with this Matt Comfort at least once a week, and if he notices the slightest thing amiss with you, the slightest wee thing, Ill be up here for you before he hangs up the phone. Dont you forget that.

I wont, Daddy, I said meekly.

When we had reached the forbidding dark-brick pile of Our Lady, my father decided that he would not come in with me. His innate sense of otherness from all but Corkie had gotten hold of him, I knew; I had seen it happen before. His plan had been to deposit me safely in the arms of the Church, to find himself a cheap motel room nearby, and drive back early the next morning, but I knew that he would get back into the Vista Cruiser and start for home when he left me off, fleeing for safety in the cradling arms of the huge car. He would play the radio all the way, the sentimental stations he favored fading out as he left the city behind and the raw all-night gospel stations of the wiregrass and the coast coming in, singing along with them, emerging whole and vigorous once more as he neared Savannah and Corkie, like a photograph in developing solution.

He carried my bags to the sagging front porch and set them down and rang the bell, and when he heard a ponderous tread coming toward us, he hugged me stiffly, ruffling my careful new Sassoon cut, and kissed me on the cheek.

From the bottom step he called after me, Whose daughter are you now?

Im Liam ODonnells daughter! I called back obediently.

And dont you be forgettin it!

I wont.

But I began to forget in that instant.

Look out, Atlanta, I whispered as the lock on the forbidding front door to Our Lady began to turn. Look out, Downtown magazine. Look out, Matt Comfort. Here comes Maureen Aisling ODonnell. And dont you be forgetting it.
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I HAD NEVER BEEN TO NEW YORK, BUT CAROLYN RENFROW in my class at Saint Zitas had, to visit her older sister Deirdre. Deirdre married a Corkie boy who simply never came home after he disembarked from his Korean-war troopship, but stayed and went to work for a taxi company. By the time he sent for Deirdre he had his own cab, and they married and lived in Levittown, and Deirdre worked for the city in the Tax Records Division until her children began to come. But before she married Jerry Sullivan she lived briefly in the Barbizon Hotel for Women, and it was there that Carolyn visited her. I thought Carolyns account of Deirdres life there was the most magical thing I had ever heard.

I thought Our Lady would be like that. I cant remember why, but I did.

In my mind I knew every inch, facet, and nuance of it before my father and I even set out for Atlanta. There would be laughing, wisecracking young women streaming out to their jobs downtown in the mornings and back in the evenings. They would be sleek and modish, dressed in Mary Quant, their shining blunt-cut Sassoons swinging, their long legs flashing in patterned tights of white fishnet. They would be self-assured and up-to-the-minute on where to shop, dine, be seen in Atlanta, but of course they would be out-of-towners like me, too, so there would be just a touch of endearing unsureness about them; I would not stand out in their ranks in my Corkie greenness. They would welcome me as a sister; we would sit on our beds in our shortie pajamas and curlers at night, smoking and drinking Coca-Colas and trading the secrets of our hearts; we would do each others hair and lend each other clothes, maybe we would experiment with body paint. We would introduce each other to our boyfriends urbane friends, and we would go in crowds of youth and laughter and kickiness to movies and discos and restaurants and concerts. There would be a housemother, of course, a wise, eccentric older woman who saw in us her own youthful dreams and foibles, and she would shake her head, smiling, when we came in late or violated some minor house rule, and comfort us when we fetched upbrieflybetween boyfriends. We would call her Muggsy or Gertie or something, and she would call us all Kid. At Christmas we would pool our resources and buy her a satin negligee, and she would crack bad jokes about it, and her eyes would shine with tears.

One evening, across the warm, disorderly, Miss Dior-smelling parlor, our eyes would meet those of a handsome stranger come to call on someone, and would lock.

In truth, my vision probably owed more to a recent rerun of Stage Door at the Bijou in Corkie than to Deirdre Renfrows tenure at the Barbizon Hotel for Women at Madison and Sixty-fourth in Manhattan. Neither one had anything at all to do with Our Ladys Home for Catholic Girls on Fourteenth Street in Atlanta. Our Lady was inexorably moored in the early, Vatican-blessed fifties, and though I could not have seen it, so was I. It is incredible to me, looking back, that the woman whose fantasies that night included Stage Door and body paint was twenty-six years old. But such was the power of Corkie and the Church. The distance from Atlanta and the dock neighborhoods of Savannah was measured in far more than miles.

Even though it was just past nine when my father dropped me off, Our Lady was largely dark. Standing on the porch waiting for the door to open to my ring I saw a dim, grayish light from a foyer lamp through the grimy stained glass panels on either side of the door, and one or two slits of light on the second floor that looked as if they might be escaping from beneath lowered shades. Otherwise the ungainly old house and those around it were steeped in darkness like thick tea. I had little sense of the neighborhood, except that it gave off a stink of semicommercialism. I knew without even thinking about it that all of the darkened houses around me had once been single family residences, and substantial ones at that, but that now they were rooming houses or businesses of some sort: AAA Personnel Service; Peach City Temporaries; Dr. A. E. Moorvakian, Chiropractor; Madame Rhonda, Psychic; T. Plasters, DDS. Except for the sharp, cold night mist on my face and the distant river-roar of traffic over on Peachtree Street, I might have been back home in Corkie. There was the same slight, sour effluvia of defeat, slackness, decay. I would have known it on the other side of the universe.

The door opened. I could not see the face of the woman who stood there, but I could see the white of her wimple and the dark skirts to the floor, and my heart sank. Why had I not expected a nun? Who better, after all, to guard the daughters of the Church in a strange city? But I had not. My vision of Muggsy in sentimental tears over her satin negligee vanished.

Maureen ODonnell? the sister said in a voice that seemed a piece of the night, harsh and affectless, overlaid with the singsong of the brogue I had thought I had left behind me.

Yes. Ahat least, its Maureen Aisling, but everybody calls me Smoky, I said into the darkness. I wished she would step back into the light. I felt as if I were talking to a statue.

I will call you Maureen. Thats what Mr. Comforts letter said, and thats how youre registered with us. I am Sister Mary James, she said, and turned and went back into the house. I picked up my bags and followed her. Inside the light was the color of pale urine, and scarcely brighter than it had been outside. I could see only that she was heavy, wore flesh-colored plastic-rimmed glasses, had tight-stretched shiny skin, and might have been any age at all over thirty. All the doors off the foyer were dark fumed oak and closed, and the walls were painted the self-same green of those at Saint Zitas. I thought perhaps there was a company somewhere that made green paint specifically for Catholic institutions.

Sister Mary James moved ponderously and silently up a dark oak staircase. A runner of sour taupe carpet muffled my footsteps as I followed behind her. At the top of the stairs a crucifix hung over a scarred oak table holding twelve or so Thom McAn shoeboxes, each with a slit in its lid and a name crayoned under the slit.

For your mail, Sister Mary James said, not pausing. We sort it and put it out once a day in the mid-afternoons. She turned left and padded on down the hall. On either side, doors were shut. Squares of cardboard taped on them had names, but I could not read any of them in the murk. The only light here came from a night-light attached to the baseboard about halfway down the hall and from a pink and green neon sign that flashed through the high window over the mail table: Life of Georgia, it winked. Life of Georgia.

The thought came, unbidden and suddenly threatening to swamp me with choking laughter, that the night-light, when I passed it, would prove to be a plastic one of Jesus. But it was, after all, only a tiny bulb in a seashell. That, though, was plastic.

At the end of the hall Sister Mary James opened a door using a key that hung from a chain around her neck and entered. She motioned me to follow her. As I passed I could see that the sign on the oak door read Callahan, A. and ODonnell, M. I stopped still, suddenly shy. My daydreams had all had a roommate in them, but now that I was here, I felt bumbling and insensitive, and annoyed at Sister Mary James, simply unlocking the door and crashing in upon the sleeping Callahan, A.

But the room was empty. A bare overhead light fixture showed two single beds, each tightly covered by a military-cornered chenille spread and a folded gray blanket. I knew those blankets: the few rooms at Saint Zitas kept for boarders had them, and the infirmary. Perhaps as well as paint, there was a central emporium for blankets. Or, more likely, an enormous central Catholic commissary.

One of the beds had a stuffed monkey and a ruffled pink pillow on it. The other was bare except for one thin pillow, hardly making a rise in the chenille. Between the beds was a metal desk with a green goosenecked lamp on it, and over each bed was a plain metal cross. Two enormous oak-stained wardrobes stood on either side of the door, and a round hooked rug, faded and obviously homemade but somehow warm and softening, lay in the middle of the linoleum floor. In the corner a radiator hissed and rattled.

It was so Spartan a room as to seem a nuns cell, and my heart, already poised to dive into the pit of my stomach, would have made the final great leap with no further delay except for the window. It was much larger than the other few I had seen in Our Lady, and it lay over the desk uncurtained and shining like the door into heaven.

I drew a soft little breath. By some twist of geography I could not yet figure, the window in my room looked straight out over the treetops of Fourteenth Street and those on the streets beyond it, into the river of light that was Tight Squeeze. I could see the shoals of drifting, wildly dressed hippies that had so outraged my father, and the flowing-lava lights of the traffic crawling along Peachtree Street, and the towers of downtown rising beyond it all, gleaming in the mist.

Oh, I said softly. I did not realize that I had spoken it aloud until Sister Mary James nodded in quick annoyance and strode to the window and pulled the shade down firmly.

I know, she said. Its a terrible annoyance. Shameless young heathens. But its the only vacancy we had, and Mr. Comfort didnt give us much time. Im afraid youll just have to ignore it. Weve petitioned and petitioned for someone from the diocese to come and do something about itshutters on the outside, or somethingbut of course no one has. Ansonia keeps the shade down all the time, but theres still the glow, and in the summer the infernal noise

It will be just fine, I said, itching for her to leave so that I could raise the tattered shade. Ansonia, whoever she was, would just have to make other sleeping arrangements. Perhaps I could get her one of those chic black satin sleep masks you saw in movies. Audrey Hepburn had worn one in Breakfast at Tiffanys.

Well, then, here you are, Sister Mary James said. I hope Mr. Comfort will be pleased with your room. I must say we dont usually take girls on such short notice and without written references from their parish priest, but he said your Father Terrence Moore would be writing us in a day or two, and it was Mr. Comfort who got us our bus, so of course we did what we could. Im sure youll be comfortable here and will try to do him proud. We dont have many rules; youre all young working women and too old to be treated like children, but the rules we do have are quite firm. Youll find them in the little pamphlet in your mailbox. Any other questions you can ask me or Sister Clementia in the morning. Breakfast is at eight, so you can have it after early Mass or before the nine oclock. Saint Josephs is one street over and two down. Almost everyone has gone home for Thanksgiving, but theyll be coming in tomorrow. I believe Ansonia said she would be back about four. Shes visiting her parents in South Carolina. Rachel Vaughn down the hall is here and will no doubt be happy to take you to Mass with her. She goes to the eleven oclock when she goes. And you may have company in the parlor tomorrow from one p.m. until nine in the evening, if you have friends here.

She paused and looked at me. The eyes behind the flesh-colored plastic glasses clearly did not believe that I had any friends in Atlanta.

No, I thought I would justwalk around and get to know the city a little bit, I said lamely.

Youll find it very quiet on a holiday Sunday, she said and made as if to leave, and then turned back. We had thought to meet your father, she said. Sister Clementia made a cake, and has waited up, I believe. But I see that he has gone on

He had to get back, I said, the lie sliding out smoothly on a little rush of annoyance. My mother isnt well.

I am sorry. I will remember her in my prayers, Sister Mary James said, nodded at me, and closed the door. I could not hear her footsteps going away, and somehow had the fancy that she was standing just outside the door, listening. But for what? It was an absurd notion.

All the same, I did not move from the edge of my bed for a long time, and it was even longer until I reached over the desk and raised the shade and let the blaze of city lights stream back into the room. They set me free, and I moved about the room in my stocking feet putting away my clothes in the unlocked armoire, my eyes drawn over and over again to the blaze of light and life outside.

I got into my nightgown and robe and slippers and tiptoed down the hall peering at doors until I found the one labeled bathroom, went in and washed my face and brushed my teeth among the bulbous old white fixtures, examined my face in the wavering, underwater mirror. The dim, sterile light and the speckled, greenish glass made me look like something at the bottom of the sea, blanched and sodden, long drowned. I bit my lips and rubbed my cheeks hard, but the drowned girl still looked back at me, and I shook my head hard and went back, silently, to my new room. I will never sleep, I thought. I will simply never sleep.

But despite the strange, bare room and the clattering radiator and the prowling of the night wind in the branches outside, and despite the cold radiance of the lighted streets pouring down over my narrow bed, I did sleep. I knelt and said the mechanical small prayer that I had said almost every night of my life, slipped into bed, turned my face to the streaming window, whispered, Im here. Wait for me, and closed my eyes. And when I opened them, it was morning.



That afternoon I went out in search of Atlanta and couldnt find it anywhere. By the time I lay again in bed under the window into the soul of the city I was almost ready to call my father and tell him to come and get me. And to call the insurance company and say that I would, after all, be coming back to edit the employee newspaper. I have always wondered what would have become of me if it had not been forbidden to use the communal upstairs telephone after ten P.M.

I got up late on that first morning. The previous nights mist had slumped into a ceaseless, defeated rain, so that it was not possible to tell what precise time it was, and my watch had stopped just after midnight. But it felt late. The bare room around me had the slightly hangdog air of a place where no one should be, but was. I started downstairs, where I thought I might find breakfast, in my robe and scuffs, met Sister Mary James on the stairs and was told We dress for breakfast. I went back and put on my blue suit and high heels so as to be ready for Mass if the late-rising Rachel Vaughn seemed, as Sister had said, amenable to company, then went back down. When I found the breakfast room, a large room at the back of the house off the kitchen with a great round oak table and chairs and a sideboard and a battered upright piano, there was no one there but a thin redhead in a ponytail so tight that it gave a Chinese slant to her eyes. She was slumped on a chair with her stockinged feet propped on another, drinking coffee and reading the Sunday comics. She wore, oddly, a khaki London Fog raincoat, the twin of my navy one, buttoned up under the chin, and there was a great deal of makeup on her sharp little foxs face. Her eyes were heavily shadowed and feathered with jet lashes that I knew were not her own because the end of one set had pulled away from her lid and arched into the air like a caterpillar. Her mouth was small and round and thick with pale pink frost. The shoes that lay on their sides under the table were Cuban-heeled, square-toed affairs constructed almost totally of cobwebby straps. Perhaps, I thought, she is going on to a party somewhere after Mass, though I couldnt think what sort of party might be held, even in Atlanta, on a Sunday afternoon that occasioned bare sandals and false eyelashes. She was smoking a cigarette from a pack of Salems that lay on the table beside her plate, which held only a half-empty bowl of cereal. There were ashtrays all around the roomthe Church forbids a great deal, but is fairly pragmatic about what it will allow; it has never pushed its luck. When I came into the room she smiled and put her cigarette out in the cereal bowl.

Good morning and welcome, she said over the sizzle. You have to be Maureen ODonnell. Who else would you be? Isnt it a horrible morning? Im Rachel Vaughn. Sister told me you might like to go to eleven oclock Mass, so I waited for you.

She rolled her eyes toward the door into what I supposed was the kitchen, and mouthed, Say yes. We dont really have to.

I grinned.

Thanks, I said loudly. That was nice of you. Its nice to meet you.

She put her hands together over her head and shook them in a victorious prize-fighters gesture. She chattered aimlessly while I had coffee and cereal: about the others who lived there; her job in a beauty salon (Im almost finished with my course at Brower College of Beauty and Im going to work full-time at Antoines when I do); my job at Downtown (Are you a secretary? No? An editor? Really? Like on a newspaper? Fabulous!); her boyfriend, Carl, who worked for Triple A right around the corner; her boyfriends friend Lee who would simply flip over me, no kidding; the Beatles, who were rumored to be making an American tour and might even come to Atlanta; current movies around town; my age (No kidding? Twenty-six? You dont look it. I thought you were maybe eighteen); my romantic status (Well, dont worry about it. Therere so many single men in this town you have to step over them on the street. You wont have a bit of trouble, cute as you are. Whynt you let me fix you up a little?); and, in response to my query about how many nuns there were at Our Lady, a terse, Two. At a time, that is. Different ones, but always two.

This was accompanied by a parody of suicide, her white-lacquered nail being drawn across her throat, her red head flopping to one side, her pink tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth, and the caterpillared blue eyes crossing. I could not suppress an explosive giggle, but turned it into a sneeze.

Lets go on before the rain gets worse, she said, projecting her voice toward the kitchen. I have an umbrella. You ready? Bye, Sisters! See you at dinner!

An indistinct mumble from behind the doors followed us out of the kitchen and onto a small back stoop, and she put up her umbrella and we clattered under it down the three rain-slicked steps, through a dismal alleyway where rusted old garbage cans leaned, and out onto Fourteenth Street, our shoulders touching, our heads bumping together as if we were old friends.

You didnt really want to go to Mass, did you? she said, pausing on Our Ladys front walkway.

WellI guess not, I said, thinking I could go later that afternoon, or to evening Mass, if I had to. Surely the Church would want me to make friends among its flock. But where else would we go?

To the IHOP and get a decent cup of coffee and a stack of potato pancakes with sour cream, she said. My treat, since youre new. I got a humongous tip yesterday. And after thatwho knows? Well scare up something. That is, if you want to. And I hope you do. Youre the first inmate of that joint Ive ever seen that didnt look like a junior Sister Mary James. Just please dont tell me youve given all your worldly goods to the poor and have come up here to do missions among the heads and freaks. Its a big thing with the Church.

Not me, I said. I dont have any worldly goods. Whats the IHOP?

The International House of Pancakes. The first reason youll be glad you leftwherever you left.

Savannah.

We picked our way through the skin-prickling rain down to the corner of Fourteenth Street and turned south onto Peachtree Street.

Im walking down Peachtree Street, I said to myself. Im walking where Scarlett OHara walked, where Margaret Mitchell walked. Where, as a matter of fact, she was fatally injured. But I did not know that yet.

I waited for the frission of exaltation to begin in my stomach, where all my raptures had their genesis, but nothing happened. The rain-slicked street was largely bare of pedestrian traffic and even the cars that swished by looked dull and furtive, seeming to sneak through the heavy air. As they had been the night before, the tops of the buildings downtown were lost in cloud and mist, and I could not see clearly more than a block ahead of me. There were few lights in the buildings along this section of Peachtree; structures that crouched stolidly, none more than five or six stories high, largely mustardy yellow stone or dark red brick weeping black soot. A movie theaters marquee advertised, dimly, Ingmar Bergmans Persona, but there was no line waiting to see it, and in the lighted drugstore across from it I saw no customers among the Hallmark Santas and folding bells and scanty displays of tinsel. At the far corner, nearly lost in mist, a red, black, and white Texaco sign flashed on and off. Far beyond that, an anonymous building glowed yellow and faint. Everything was dingy, indistinct, as if someone had dropped dirty stage scrim down over the whole of midtown Atlanta. There was an astonishing amount of litter in the gutters.

Uggh, Rachel said, skipping over a rich mound of dog excrement at the curb. Watch your step. Come on, lets run. This is gross.

I huddled closer to her under the umbrella and put my head down and we trotted off down the sidewalk. Under the bumping umbrella I could see very little but our feet. The air that crept under my raincoat collar and around my legs was cold, raw; I seldom felt air of this temperature in Savannah.

Savannahfor a moment the sense of it enveloped me so totally that I was lost in it, drowned; I perceived it, in that instant, more sharply and wholly than I ever had in all the years I had spent there. I saw, through the wet black dome of Rachel Vaughns umbrella, the lush canopies of live oaks in its small, beautiful squares; the surging banks of ruffled azaleas and camellias in the long, warm springs; the spectral gray curtains of hanging moss; the lovely woman-curves of wrought iron balconies and stair railings; the grimy, tight-packed, once-beautiful row houses that lined the noisy cobbled streets of Corkie. I heard the hooting of the great ships that wallowed at the docks under the bluff and the liquid spill of mockingbirds in the crape myrtle trees; I smelled the ineffable perfume of the night-blooming Cape Jessamine along the slow river, and the thick, dank, shrimpy smell of the river itself; smelled sweat and linseed oil and iron fittings heating in the sun and exotic spices from who knew where in the world, that was the breath of the docks. I tasted on my lips the salt of the sea and the sweet, fetid aftertaste of the sulphurous water and the nectar of sun-ripened peaches from roadside stands out toward Tybee Island. I felt the dark, amniotic water of the August shallows of the ocean in my own blood; felt the soft, blood-warm rain of summer under the icy needles of the rain I ran through; felt as well as saw the strange, silken spring light that seemed to rise from the greening marshes.

Savannah

Look out! Rachel cried, giving a little hop, and I looked down and saw a used condom lying on the sidewalk almost directly beneath my blue pumps, and sprang over it like a startled rabbit. When I came down I landed in a puddle, and felt the filthy water spatter my pale new stockings.

Somebody must have had an awfully good time last night, Rachel laughed. I could not answer her. My cheeks flamed and my voice seemed to have died in my throat. I had never seen a condom before, used or otherwise. My brothers and father had conspired to keep me mindlessly chaste all my life. I could not have said how I know that that was what I had seen, but I did know.

We fetched up in front of a little Permastone chalet blazing light and full of people, its windows frosted over with their breath and the warmth inside.

Heres the IHOP, Rachel said. Is this okay, or is there any place else youd rather go?

Id sort of like to go down to Tight Squeeze, I said. We drove through it last night, and I could see it from my window till all hours. It lookedI loved the way it looked. Id love to really see it

You just did, she said. That was Tight Squeeze right about where the guy left his calling card on the sidewalk. We were the only living souls in it. Take it from me, youd rather see Tight Squeeze on a nice sunny day, or a warm spring night. Its the pits on Sundays and in bad weather.

I felt like a small child who had just been told about Santa Claus. In silence I followed Rachel into the International House of Pancakes. I still go to IHOPs sometime, when I happen upon one. It was the first place I ever went in Atlanta beside the Churchs Home for Girls, my first journey out, and it still makes the best potato pancakes with sour cream I have ever eaten. And I have eaten them everywhere, from the Russian Tea Room to neighborhood delis in half a dozen countries.

The crowd was mostly young, half-obscured by clouds of cigarette and other smoke and steam from many cups of coffee, and dressed in plastic, beads, boots, fishnet, sunglasses, flips and bobs, and a great deal of skin. The mens hair was, in many cases, longer than that of the women and often more lovingly coifed, and there was a thick frosting of Max Factor on every female mouth in the place. The room was full of eyes drooping under the weight of caterpillars like Rachels, and there were enough clunky, square-toed boots to stomp an invading army to death. Rachel shed her coat and threw it over the back of our booth, revealing an Aline dress in what appeared to be shiny white vinyl, with cutouts that showed a coy sliver of her belly button and more than a slice of the top of her freckled breasts. When she sat down it climbed so far up her white, crosshatched thighs that I instinctively averted my eyes. I blushed, hating the treacherous tide of heat in my face. It was another legacy from my mother, that involuntary pink suffusion from chest to hairline, and I still do it today, even though there is little now that startles me and almost nothing that embarrasses me.

Well, arent you going to compliment me on my new dress? Rachel grinned, lighting a Salem and looking around the room to see who was watching her. Everybody was.

Its stunning, I said truthfully. Courreges? Im going to try some of his, but I thought Id wait till I got up here. Theres bound to be a better selection than we get at home.

God, no, but it is a good knockoff, isnt it? she said, drawing in smoke and letting it drift from her nostrils in twin plumes. If youre serious, Ill show you where to get some neat stuff really cheap, but somehow I dont think you are. Youre blushing, you know.

I gave up trying to pretend that I was merely waiting for a wider selection of Courreges and Quant to pick up a few things. She had a shrewd eye and probably a sharp, banal little mind behind the shutter-lashed eyes. I was maybe six years her senior, but she was decades, a lifetime older than me. I felt younger and rawer by years, provincial and diminished. And I was angry that I cared. She and this group of outrageously winged young butterflies jostling and preening in the IHOP might be far more outwardly sophisticated than I, but I was the new senior editor of Downtown magazine, and I willing to bet that there was not a college degree or the aspiration toward one in this entire group. I would hold on to that.

Actually, Im not, I said. I was not going to play games with Rachel Vaughn. I dont own a miniskirt; at my old school the nuns make you kneel, and if your skirt doesnt brush the floor they send you home to change. And miniskirts arent even allowed in Vatican City. We dont see them in Corkie, except on TV. Its no great loss. You need to be long and skinny, like Twiggy. My brothers are always telling me Id look like a beachball in one.

Your brothers are jerks, she said. You have a knockout little figure, even if it isnt right for this stuff. Of course, that suit doesnt do anything for you. Jesus, I know that suit. Theres one in the back of mine and every other good Catholic girls closet in the country. They ought to just go on and issue them at Confirmation. I put mine in the poor box when I first came to Our Lady of the Eternal Virgins. Ive got a closet full of these, but I lock it every morning when I leave, and I always wear my raincoat. London Fog is Aone, Pope-approved. Hang on to yours, and lock your closets. Sister Mary James and Sister Clementia both snoop.

What are they going to do, throw us out because of our clothes? I said. Its not a school. Theres nothing about clothes in that astonishing little rule pamphlet. Were all adult women.

Not in their eyes. To them were lambs who just cant wait to go out and get shorn, or worse. And no, they cant throw you out over what you wear, but if they disapprove they can poke and pry and wait until they find something they can use. Theyve done it to a couple of girls since Ive been here. I cant wait to get my own apartment.

Why do you stay?

Are you kidding? Its the cheapest place in town. Thats the only reason anybody stays. The minute you have enough money you go to Colonial Homes.

Wheres that?

Out toward Buckhead. Its this apartment complex where all the swingers live. Its where you go to meet the Buckhead guysthe lawyers and stockbrokers and bankers. My friend Joyce moved out there and she says theres sports car in every garage and a party every night. Theyve got a pool, and after work and on the weekends the guys go from door to door to get drinks and meet the new girls. And a lot of the girls grew up in Buckhead, so theyve got a lot of money

What is this Buckhead business? I said.

You really dont know anything, do you? Rachel said, looking around the IHOP with bright, avian eyes. Its where the rich people live. You ought to see some of those houses; theyre humongous. And some of them are real old. Theres one that theyve made into this fancy country club thats almost a hundred years old. Joyceshes a cocktail waitress and a dancershe worked this party out there that was like a go-go club, you know, and she said all the faucets in the bathrooms are gold. When Im living at Colonial Homes Im not going out with anybody except guys who belong to that club. You ought to see Buckhead. Well go out there next weekend, if you want to. The Twenty-three Oglethorpe bus goes through there.

Old? Almost a hundred years? I thought of the mellow stucco row houses off the squares in Savannah, gentled by the quiet centuries that had drifted over them, and the great white houses out by the river, older by decades than that. I was not beguiled by the spell of years as were many Savanniansno one in Corkie wasand indeed, I was in full flight from it. But just for a moment the dark resonance of the thick-piled years called after me, all these miles away. Back there, you might fall endlessly down through the centuries and not hit bottom; here, you sensed hard red clay just beneath the surface of time. I did not miss the endlessness, but I was sharply aware of the clay.

I think Twenty-three Oglethorpe is the bus I take to work, I said. Ive got it written down somewhere. I thought you said you already had a boyfriend, who worked for that automobile thingCarl?

Carl is fine for the Churchs Home, Rachel grinned. Youve gotta have some fun, after all. But when I hit Colonial Homes its good-bye Carl, hello Buckhead. And let the good times roll.

I hope you havent told Carl that.

Im not a fool. Carls going to think hes the greatest thing in shoe leather until hes on the way out the door. But listen, its all a game. He knows. Hed bounce me out on the sidewalk so fast my head would spin if he got something better. Its just the way you do things up here. You gotta move fast and travel light.

I said nothing, thinking that if this was the way the game was played in Atlanta, I would never get the hang of it. Nothing here was like it had been back home. My clothes were wrong, my expectations unfounded, the experiences of my entire lifetime totally alien.

But then I thought, well, thats why Im here, isnt it? To learn how to move fast and travel light? So Ill learn. I can learn anything this silly child can.

And when Rachel said, Lets cruise around a little and see what we can scare up, I said, Fine, and got up behind her, and took a deep breath and squared my shoulders under my all-wrong navy blue coat and followed her into the crowd.

I can remember few more uncomfortable journeys in my life. Rachel seemed to know many of the brightly plumed young in the IHOP, and reached out to lay a hand on this shoulder and that; tossed back the red hair, now unbound and kinking furiously on her shoulders; laughed and blew smoke and dodged away from grasping hands. But she never stopped, and behind her, I plowed on, a stiff smile pasted on my mouth, feeling with every step the four or five all-wrong extra inches of cloth around my knees, feeling flat, assessing eyes on me, hearing barely muffled laughter that I did not doubt was aimed at me. When Rachel finally stopped beside a booth where two pasty-faced, wolfish young men in lank, collar-brushing hair and scuffed ankle boots lolled amid overflowing ashtrays, I said lightly, Ladies room, and found it and ducked gratefully inside. It was cramped and filthy, but blessedly empty, and I drew a deep breath and let it out, and then ran cold water into a basin and splashed my burning face repeatedly.

Some minutes later Rachel came in. Her face was flushed and her eyes were very bright. She opened her shoulder bag and fished in it for makeup, and began brushing brick-red blush on her cheeks and applying a thick icing of chalky lipstick to her mouth. She was excited; I could smell the musk of her body through the sharp-sweet perfume she wore.

Bingo, she said. Were invited to a party. Those two guys say theres a great one going on over on Lindbergh; theres some kicky apartments over there, and they want us to go with them. Theyve got a car, and theyll bring it around and pick us up. The dark one, Earl, thinks youre cute. He wants you to be his date.

Rachel, I really dont think

Come on. Hes older than he looks; he has a good job at Lockheed. And theres nothing else to do but sit around Our Lady and wash out pantyhose. Its dead on Sunday. Heres your chance to meet some swingers and get to know the party scene. Here, let me poof some of this on you, and do up your eyes a little.

She dug deeper into the purse and it spilled its contents over the counter. A small cardboard wheel tumbled out. Tiny pills were embedded in it. About half were gone. I stared as if an asp had crawled out of her handbag. I knew as surely as I knew anything, as surely as I had known the condom, that they were birth control pills. I felt my chest and cheeks flame, and snapped my eyes to my own reflection in the mirror, busying myself with fluffing my hair. I wanted to say something hip and funny, but I could think of nothing. Embarrassment almost strangled me.

She said nothing for a long moment. Then she swept the pills back into her purse and clicked it shut. I expected her to make a wisecrack, but she said, sullenly, I suppose you think Im going straight to hell, dont you?

No, I

Well, I dont give a shit what you or anybody else thinks. Im up here to swing for a change, to have a little fun before I get old and ugly and stuck with a million screaming brats, and nobody, not you or the Church or anybody else, is going to tell me how to live my life. Come or dont come, I dont care. But dont stick up your nose at the way I do things.

I did not reply. She went to the door, opened it, and looked back.

Coming?

I shook my head.

I really thought you were different, she said, and went out of the door and closed it. Through it, I heard: You can make the last Mass at Saint Josephs if you hurry.

I stayed there for a while, looking at myself in the mirror, my heart finally slowing its pounding. And then I put on my raincoat and walked through the crowd out onto Peachtree Street. Rachel and the two young men were nowhere in sight. The rain had stopped, but last nights heavy fog had come down again. I set off through it back the way we had come, stepping over the puddles and the litter, feeling more sharply than ever the rawness through my thin coat. I felt shamed, chastened, humiliated by my shock at the pills and her scorn at my prissy naivet; disoriented, near to tears, and lonelier than I had ever been in my life. Loneliness was an emotion almost entirely alien to Corkie; we all lived, simply, too packed together for loneliness. I almost did not know what the emptiness was.

I had meant to find my way over to Saint Josephs, but suddenly I wanted, instead of dimness and stale incense and the mustiness of a dingy winter church, lights and chatter and the warm, buttery smell of popcorn. When I passed back by the little theater, I went in. Two hours later I came back out into the lowering darkness as one pulling exhaustedly for the surface of dark water, nearly drowned in somberness and obliqueness and Bergmans enigmatic flickering, doom-charged images. I could not have made a worse choice, on this dark Sunday, to show me the Atlanta I had come in search of.

Walking the last empty block toward Fourteenth Street, watching the pale streetlights making shallow pools in the foggy emptiness, my shoulders felt weighted, literally burdened with the great freight of wrongness. Why had I thought it would be special, this upstart young city so far to the north of everything I knew? Why had I known so surely that I was coming to Camelot? I could not remember. I had only been to Atlanta twice before: once to a Beta Club Convention when I was in the eleventh grade at Saint Zitas, when I and another girl had slept in the same room with the chaperoning nun and never left the anonymous downtown hotel; and once to visit my fathers younger brother Gerald in his little house in Kirkwood, when I was perhaps nine. We had only stayed two nights before my father and my uncle got into a fight over some fancied slight to Ireland and we left and drove back to Savannah. I had thought of Atlanta, before I came here this time, as a place much like Corkie, except that it had yards and did not smell of ships and shrimp and sulphur and the sea. Indeed, except for a trip to Ponce de Leon Park to see the Atlanta Crackers play and one to the great, dark brick Sears Roebuck on Ponce de Leon, I had done nothing here that we did not do at home in Corkie.

But it was different; somehow I had always known that it was. It was Camelot, the Camelot of the wonderful stage play, the movie. Splendor, glamour, it was all here. If I could only find the key.

In that dark twilight, I knew for the first time that perhaps I would not.

When I got back to Our Lady, I went straight to the dining room, for I felt a great, whistling hollowness inside, and thought that part of it, at least, might be hunger. But the room was bare and dark. Sister Mary James, putting her head out of her quarters, told me that there was no dinner served on Sunday nights.

So many of our girls have a heavy Sunday meal with their families. I thought you would have seen that we do not serve, in the pamphlet. In any case, I supposed you would have a meal somewhere with Rachel. She is usually out on Sunday evenings.

Im not really hungry, I said.

Did you enjoy Mass? she said. I believe Father Diehl takes the eleven oclock.

It was very interesting, I said. Well, I think Ill go and write a few letters, and meet some of the others

I believe most of them have retired for the night, Sister Mary James said. I was up a few minutes ago and all of their doors were closed. Youll be without a roommate for one more night; Ansonias mother called to say that Ansonia has another of her sinus infections, and will not be coming back until tomorrow or the next day. Poor child, she suffers terribly in weather like this. Remember breakfast is at six, in case you want to go to early Mass. Youll hear the bell.

Thank you, sister. Goodnight, I said, and went up the stairs and down the silent hall to my room. Sister Mary James was right. None of the doors was open.

Much later, after I had set out my clothes for the next day and written a brief, determinedly cheerful postcard home, and taken a quick, uneasy bath in the chilly, too-big bathroom, I turned out my light and crawled into bed. This time I did not lift the shade that Sister Mary James had let down over the window. I lay in the thick, airless darkness and listened to the thumping, pinging radiator and thought, Well, I can call them in the morning and tell them it was a mistake and I want to come home. Its not a disgrace. At least I would know my way, know how to live there. It may be all I do know, but I know it well. I could be somebody there, a big fish, a kind of queen.

No, I cant, I thought then. Whatever happens to me here, that is not an option. This may turn out to be the worst mistake I ever made, but going back is not an option.

For the first time I could remember I had not said my prayers, and I started to get out of bed and kneel on the floor beside it, but then I did not. The thought came, ridiculous but powerful, that I would simply be too exposed there. I closed my eyes and said, rapidly, Holy Mary, Mother of God

The words crashed into the ceiling and scattered back down over me. I tried again: Holy Mary, Mother of God

It was no use. Apparently the Blessed Virgin had turned her head as inexorably away from me as her handmaiden downstairs. I did not try again.

Far down the hall I heard someone begin to cry. The sound was muffled behind the thickness of old oak and perhaps thin layers of old percale, but it was unmistakable. In my house in Corkie I had heard that and all the other sounds of living through the paper-thin walls. I knew tears when I heard them. I lay still listening to the crying, wondering if I should get up and make my way down the dark hall, listening at each door in turn, until I found it. But then I heard heavy footsteps ascending the stairs and moving down the hall, and stopping, and the sound of a door opening and closing, and soon the weeping stopped, and at last I slept.
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