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JESSICA KNOtt

Janet watches me flip the navy-bordered note card, back to
front, front to back, generating a slight wind that lifts my bangs

from my forehead. I must look like I'm fanning mysel{, about to
faint, because she hurries over and I feel her hand grazing my mid-
back. She fumbles with her readers, which hang from her neck on a

rhinestone-strung chairy then juts her sharp chin over my shoulder

to read the outstanding summons.

"This is dated nearly three months ago," I say with a ripple of
rage. That the women who should be the first to know were always

the last was the reas6n my doctor made me cut out salt for the bet-

ter part of the eighties. *Why 
am I just seeing it now?" What iJ I'm

too late?

Janet mean-mugs the date. February l2,202l. "Maybe security

flagged it." She goes over to my desk and locates the envelope on top
of my leather-lo oking-but- synthetically-priced desk pad. "Uh-huh."

She underlines the return address in the upper-left corner with a

square nail. "Because itt from Tallahassee. Theywould have flagged

that for sure."

'Shit " I say insubstantially. I am standing there when, just like
that night, mybodybegins to move without any conscious consent

from my mind. I find that I am packing up for the day, though itt just

after lunch and I have mediation at four. "Shit " I say agairy because

this tyrannous part of me has decided that I will not onlybe caricel-

ing my afternoon but I will also incur a no-show fee for tomorrowt
six a.m. spin class.

"What can I do for you?" Janet is regarding me with the com-

bination of concern and resignation that I haven t seen in a long
time-the look people give you when the very worst has happened,

and really, there isn t anything anyone can do for you, for any of us,

because some of us die early and inconveniently and there is no way

to predict if it will be you next, and before you know it, mourner and

comforter are staring dead-eyed into the abyss. The routine comes

to me viscerally though itt been eight presidential administrations.
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Tqllohossee, Florido

Jonuory 14,1978

Seven hours before

n Saturday nights, we kept our doors open while we got
ready. Girls went in one room wearing one thing and came

outwearing something shorter. The hallways were as tight
and restricted as the passageways on a navy ship, snarled with chatter

about who was doing what and going where and with whom. Hair
spray and nail polish fumed our personal ozone layer, the blast of
blow-dryers raising the mercury four, sometimes five degrees on the
analog thermometer mounted to the wall. We'd crack the windows for
fresh air and mock the music coming from the bar next door; Saturday

night was disco night, which was for old people. It was a statistical im-
possibility that something bad could happen with B*ry Gibb cheep-

irg in his far-reaching falsetto that we d all live to see another day, but
we are what mathematics models refer to as outliers.

A coyvoice accompanied the patterning ofknuckles on my door.
"I think it might snow." I looked up from the volunteer schedules

papering my hand-me-down secretaryt desk to see Denise Andora
standing on the threshold, hands clasped girlishly at her pelvis.

"Nice try." I laughed. Denise was angling to borrow my shearling

coat. Though the winter of 1978 had brought a deep freeze to the
Panhandle that killed the azalea trees along the Georgia border, it
was never cold enough to snow.
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JESSTCA l(NOtt

I could feel mywillpower eroding. "Do yorpromiseto get it dry-
cleaned after?"

"Yes, ma'am, Pam Perfect, ma'am." Denise clicked her heels with
a militant clang. Pam Perfecf was her not-entirely-affectionate nick-

name for me, cribbed from the popular prime-time commercials

featuring the woman with the feathered bangs, talking about the

pure vegetable spray that saves her time, money, and calories. With

PAM cooking, she trumpets while sliding a silver-skinned fish from
frying pan to plate, dinner always turns out PAM perfect.

Denise was the first friend Id made at Florida State University,

but recentlywe'd found ourselves at an impasse. The rot at the core of
Panhellenic leadership had always been favoritism, with former pres-

idents hewing close to the rule book for some of their sisters while
allowing their friends to get away with murder. When I ran for the po-
sition and wor5 I knew Denise had expected leniencywith my name

at the top of the executive board. Instead, I was so determined to do

better than those who had cbme before me, to be remembered as a

fair and impartial leader, that Denise had more strikes against her than

any other sister that quarter. Every time she blew offMondayt chap-

ter meeting or postponed a service trip, it was like she was daring me

to kick her out. The other girls watched us like two whitetail bucks

who had put our heads down and locked antlers. Our treasurer, an

aubum-haired Miss Florida finalist who'd grown up hunting in Frank-

lin County, was always saying that ohe of us better submit before we

got stuck and had to be sawed apart. She d seen it happen in the wild.
"You can wear the coat," I relented.

Denise capered to my closet with childlike glee that made me feel

like an awfirl shrew. Her eyes rolled back as she slipped her arms into
the silkJined coat. I had beautiful clothes that fit like a second softer

skin, thanks to a mother who devoted her life to caring about such

things. M"yb" I would care too if I wore half mywardrobe as well as

Denise. As it was, I had a round Irish face that contradicted my figure.

Thatt what I had-not a bodybut a figure. The disconnect between
myfreckled apple cheeks andpinup proportionswas extreme enough
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JESSICA KNOtt

Outside on the front lawn, two of our sorority sisters were huffing
and hauling a blanketed parcel roughly the dimensions of a movie

poster, their cheeks chapped pink with cold and exertiory their pu-

pils dilated in a hunted, heart-pounding way.

"H"lp us," they were half-laughing, half-panting when Denise

and I met them on our short stamp of lawn, edged with pink bursts

ofmuhly grass to dissuade patrons of the bar next door from parking

on our property when the lot filled up. It was such a successful trick
of landscaping that none of the students crossing paths on the side-

walk, on theirwayto grab abite at the Pop Stop before it closed,had

stepped over to lend a hand.

I positioned myself in the middle, squatting and lifting the base in
an underhand grp, but Denise just rounded her fingers and produced

an earsplitting whistle that stopped cold traro guys cutting through our

alleyway. No amount oflandscaping could deterpeople frompinching
our shortcut, and I couldn t say I blamed them. Tirllahassee blocks were

as long as NewYork Cily avenues, and Denise loved that I knew that.
"We could use a handl' Denise tossed the dark hair she had

spent hours coaxing into silken submission and popped a hip, every

mant fantasy hitchhiker.

I saw bitten-down boy fingernails curl under the base of our il-
licit delivery, inches from my own, and I was relieved of the weight in-
stantly. I moved to the head of the operation to direct the guysup the

three front steps and then-carefully, a little to the left, no, other lrft!-
through the double front doors. Wed just had them repainted corn-
flowerblue to matchthe striations inthewallpaperinthe foyer, where,

at that moment, everyone congregated-the girls in the kitchen mak-

ing popcorn, the girls who had bundled together on the rec room
couch to catch up onweekdaytapings of AstheWorldTurns, the girls

who were going out, hot rollers in their bangs and waving their wet

nails dry. They wanted to see what all the commotion was about as

much as they wanted to slyly assess our handlers offthe street, older

than we were by at least eight years but not any older than the profes-

sors who routinely asked us out to dinner.
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t0 JESSICA KNOTL

I heard the hum of the chorus. There were loads of men on the floor
at that point, some in blue, some in white lab coats, the ones in charge

in street clothes, and theywere cutting bloody squares out of our car-

pets and tweezing back molars from the shag. And then someone else

sang it firll force-"man on the floor, maaaaan on the floorl"-and
we started laughing, real deep-bellied laughs that made some of our

uniformed house guests pause on the stairwell and look in at us, only
traces of concern on their scowling, reproachful faces.

The composite was delivered to room four., the room of the girls

who hadpulled off the heist. Our handlers tookin the limited quar-

ters skeptically, before kicking the door shut with their heels and

leaning the prized piece against the foot of one of the twin beds. If
you wanted to get in that room, you had to furn sideways, and even

then I don t think I could have slipped inside, not with my figure.
"You don t have an attic or anything?" one of the guys asked.

We did, but having the composite in your room was like hang-

ing a pair of stag antlers on your wall, Denise explained to them.

Already, some ofthe flatter-chested girls were squeezing through the

cracked-open door with their cameras to take pictures of the home-

town heroes in room four, who posed alongside their kill grinningr

air guns drawn and hair tumbling down their backs like Charliet
Angels. In a few hours, he would try to enter this room but would
be met with too much resistance owing to the composite of the
1948 class-I still remember that was the year the girls filched, can

stili see their oiled hair and horn-rimmed eyeglasses. Today Sharon

Selva is an oral surgeon in Austin andJackie Clurry a tenured pro-
fessor in the history department of the very university held captive

by terror that winter of 1978, all because of some silly Greek prank.

Denise went determinedly to the small amber-bodied lamp the

girls kept on top of a stack of old magazines, screwing off the shade

and stretching the cord as far as it would go so she could crouch
before the picture and scan its surface with the bare bulb, not unlike
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