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This novel is a work of fiction.




for all my friends and loved ones at

Herizon, the original Sappho’s Bar;




 




for Liz Harter and Jane Collins,




 




and for two of our best amazon history

travelers, Lillian Faderman and Alison Bechdel.




Chapter One




Valentine’s Day


 


 


 




“Professor Stern. Will this be on the midterm exam?”




The

question came from a young woman Hannah knew hadn’t been to class for the

practice test on great women in history: a psych major who always sent e-mails

at 1:00 a.m. the night before papers were due, complaining that deadlines were linear

and oppressive. Laptops temporarily forgotten, the other 106 first-year women’s

history students looked up at their professor like so many blinking barn owls,

fingers hovering in suspense. If it wasn’t on the midterm, they wouldn’t write

it down.




Remember, you can watch an old movie tonight, Hannah reminded herself

as she outlined, for the fourth time, exactly which text chapters and which

famous women the class should review. You can stop by the bar for one drink

with Isabel first. Then you can pick up some ice cream or gingerbread. You have

a big, unopened jar of Italian lemon honey that Gail left behind. But this

passing thought hurt more than it soothed. Leftover honey from her last honey

would have the taste of a rebuke, not a reward.




She

folded papers into her leather briefcase as a lingering group of students

clustered around her. “Will you grade on a curve? Will attendance count for our

final grade? I mean, I come to class even when I’m sick. Like, I actually have

mono right now, but I’m here, okay?” In her peripheral vision, Hannah could see

the furious face of the exchange student who had publicly charged her with

“reinforcing gender binaries”—the ultimate crime. Whatever happened to the good

old days when women’s studies students had crushes on tired dyke professors?

These days, most students just wanted an easy A. Others seemed to take sadistic

pleasure in correcting her, mid-lecture, with facts gleaned from laptop

Wikipedia pages: material they preferred to the reading she carefully planned,

assigned, and distributed hot from the ancient photocopier in Irwin Hall.




She

grabbed her green suede jacket and headed for the faculty parking lot and the

safe sanctuary of her twenty-year-old Honda Civic, a limping animal held

together with outdated feminist bumper stickers. Once inside, she sank behind

the wheel, ripped off her bra (a ritual indicating the teaching day had

officially ended), and cranked up a CD by the cover band called Lez Zeppelin.

Strains of “Kashmir” thudded.




Burned out didn’t come close to describing her state of mind.




The

initials were right, though; take your pick. Boiling Over. Bailing Out. Body

Odor. Breaking Off—yes, she was brittle. Time to go see Isabel, to unwind at

the coolest bar in the world—and, driving over to the familiar watering hole

across town, Hannah freely indulged in shouting colorful insults at every car

driver and bike messenger (all men) who got in her way. Toadstool! Slime spore!

Lotus blossom! Milkpod! Earth furrow! Moletail! She loved the organic garden-variety

slurs that Isabel began using in lieu of fouler language, back when they were

in graduate school together and had the opportunity to interview several very

old nuns. (At their first appointment in the convent library archive, Hannah

had accidentally dropped a priceless medieval Bible onto her big toe and

shrieked, “God damn it to fucking shit, that hurt” in resounding alto.

She was not invited back.)




All

that seemed a lifetime ago when both of them were so young, hopeful. Isabel had

burned out of the academic track first—rather mysteriously resigning from her

graduate research assistantship and leaving their Ph.D. program in women’s

history to go work in a tough lesbian bar, waiting out the original owners

until they retired to Florida, and then buying the bar herself with a loan from

the only rich friend they knew. Iz renamed it Sappho’s Bar and Grill,

completely repaneling the interior and stocking the shelves with souvenir

bottles from the world’s best lesbian clubs. The bottles now gleamed amid rare

antiquarian books with lesbian storylines, so that on any given night one could

read hot erotica from eighteenth-century France while swirling a bit of cognac

pinched from the Paris Katmandu Club or chicory coffee-infused crème de cacao

from Charlene’s New Orleans bar. And there amid the history of all women before

them who had dared to love one another, Isabel seemed very much at peace,

serving delicious mixed drinks found nowhere else and dispensing wisdom and

first-edition books to a loyal clientele. The bar had a smoking patio (for

women who loved brandy and cigars) and discreet spaces for romantic interludes.




You

didn’t have to love books, gay history, or herbal mixology to find a home at

Sappho’s. The regulars included cool women of every race and class from the

four surrounding towns. But Isabel had built something there, a radical

hospitality, a place that professors and policewomen, artists, and softball

coaches all returned to for comfort in times of sorrow or celebration. Hannah

was headed to Sappho’s now, hoping a drink with her old friend (they had not

been lovers, despite all the flirtatious energy Hannah employed back in the

day) would take the edge off her sadly familiar mood: the stymied, dinosauric

exhaustion of an aging and underpaid women’s studies professor.




Anything

was better than heading home. Her datebook was full, but not, alas, with dates.

The kitchen cupboards were empty, other than the leftover souvenir food: jams

and teas and coffees she and Gail had picked up in Wales, Brazil, and Newfoundland.

Almost two years since Gail walked out—and now, several additional inches

around the waistline into her forties, was Hannah hungry for a curvy woman or a

square meal? Or the flat plane of a café table, the familiar dining nook at

Sappho’s? Would Hannah ever lean across that table again to tell Gail bits of

university gossip, to regale her with scandals just to see her eyes crinkle

with laughter?




Unlikely.

Over and done. Gail had walked out and there was nothing to do but eat the jar

of honey and remember the good times. Hannah took a left turn on two wheels,

glancing up at the enormous radio tower, which dominated the tier of hills on

the south side of the university town. Forever and ever, that radio tower

signal would make her think of her failed relationship, the days and nights she

lay in bed in a stupor of disbelief that it was over, watching the red light

blink atop the distant tower jutting up from the hillside. Funny how girders of

steel silhouetted against a dusky sky could instantly make Hannah think of (and

miss) a warm, long-legged human being. She tried to opt out of the parade of

associations in her mind, scrambling around for a memory that had nothing to do

with Gai. There had been other women in her life, many before Gail. But none

since.




On

top of everything else, Hannah remembered, her students’ winter midterms fell

on the anniversary of her father’s death this year. Yes, that date was coming

up again. It seemed that nothing in a professor’s schedule made room for

everyday acts of utter devastation: grief, loss, being dumped. When her father

died, four Februaries ago, Hannah’s entire apartment was in disarray and

covered with smelly drop cloths, as the building management had selected that

very month to rewire everyone’s walls. She had wept and made calls and sent

cards to relatives while callous electricians buzzed in and out unannounced,

flinging dust and grit and duct tape in their wake, a thin layer of dirt

caulking her mourning. On the first anniversary of her father’s passing she

meant to do something thoughtful and serious, a private ritual at the ocean,

and instead had that inconvenient skin rash, as if grief were an allergic

reaction or an uninvited flea circus in her flesh. Then came year three without

her dad: the year when Gail walked out. And this year, her computer had

crashed. Everything she’d ever written, including the one poem she’d finally

started for her father, now lay scattered on the floor of her university office

in pieces: flash drives, disks, and cables. All she wanted was one week for

a sense of love and mourning, for ritual apartness—nothing itching, nothing

stalled or broken. 




Well,

fuck that—it wasn’t going to happen. She was never going to get that

parentheses of focus and feeling in some quiet time tunnel, not in her hectic,

pressured life. Fine. She would carry on with a rock for a heart and a

thumb drive for a mind, a living axe and adze, an Amazon labrys chopping toward

clarity through the woods of women’s history, severed branches and twigs of

feminist rage hacked off in trails behind her like some perverse Camp Fire Girl

outing. She would carry unfulfilled desire on her back like a camel’s hump of

water, sipping incrementally as she plodded over hills. Her lovers would be

imaginary, the great heroines of the past, the figures in her women’s history

lectures; yes, they would do for now. Yet if her own personal history was

turning out to be so painful, how could she believe she was still equipped to

translate for 200 freshmen the enormous mammarian battles of women’s past? 




Bullshit,

thought Hannah, pulling into the rear parking lot at the bar and switching off

her ignition. She was safe, warm, dry; she really had little to complain about.

No one was threatening to set her poetry on fire or to torture her at the

stake; she was neither enslaved to an abusive master nor bound by laws that

named her infidel, criminal pervert, witch. Her mind flicked over the roster of

women’s names from the not-yet-xeroxed midterm. She just wished she could talk

to the women she daily talked about, and get some hearty personal advice

on how they had survived their life trials—trials so much scarier than

anything Hannah ever faced in the contained fluorescent world of a well-lit

lecture hall. At most, her daily torture was a splinter from that podium in

Building B. She marveled at such bravery from the past; it was what had led

her, after a youth of suburban middle-class comforts, to major in what her

radical feminist classmates called herstory.




For

one minute she sat in the warm car, now silent with the wailing Lez music

turned off, her breath just beginning to make faint steam as the outer February

air pushed in. She had arrived. Yes, Hannah had a place to go—the local bar—and

a tribe she belonged to in her own time: the lesbian community, gaining civil

rights strengths every day. She wasn’t isolated socially or politically. Love:

well, it might come again. Or not. But somehow, as a teacher, she felt isolated

now, with still so much to pass along to students clearly tired of her zeal.

Ah, why couldn’t Sappho herself just mystically show up as a substitute teacher

in a nice toga and sandals, taking over the next day’s lecture on ancient

Lesbos, so that Hannah could lie down and talk to her father’s ghost? And if

Hannah’s life mission had always been getting the dead to speak across time

through historical interpretation, could she get her father to intercede in the

great beyond and shift some lesbian ghosts to bank her fires? Did he have a

direct line to Sappho that Hannah herself lacked, being alive and cranky and

itchy? And alone?




She

heaved herself out, locked the ungraded papers in her car, and went in.




The

bar was just beginning to fill up: two young Latina women on a butch-femme

date; four middle school cafeteria lunch ladies playing eight-ball at the pool

table; a labor lawyer who waved at Hannah and then returned to her everlasting

argument with the local orchestra conductor. The noise, laughter, and neat

click of pool balls filled Hannah with comfort and familiarity. She could close

her eyes and know where she was by sound and scent, the voices, the dried herbs

and flowers braided around the posts holding up the carved bar awning, and of

course Letty in the corner by the heater, pausing mid-cackle to blow her

enormous nose, a terrifying bass note blast with the sustained intensity of an

island foghorn. Old Letty, the bar’s venerable elder Amazon, was one of just

two regulars from the bar’s earliest years, and the only one to protest certain

changes under Isabel’s management: specifically, the introduction of live

plants. Isabel’s herbal-infused drinks and horticultural bar décor turned out

to be an itchy problem for Letty, who suffered from hay fever all year long.

But, ever the old-school good sport, she had grudgingly shown up for Grand

Reopening night and sneezed like hellfire for two hours, just to taste the rare

juniper in the gin. “Well, I’ll say it’s different, all right. It’s got a taste

like—Achoo. Whatevah,” she’d hawed and hemmed with afflicted

resignation, glass raised high in tribute to Isabel’s fern-topped concoctions.

“You sure gotta love the—h’choo! this fancy fungus. Kinda gives ya an

extra high, don’t it? It’s just I’m allergic to the whatsit she puts in her

booze. But yeah, pour me another, why not? Boy, I’m feeling no pain.” The

very next night, Isabel mixed a hot buttered gin just for Letty, and shifted

one particular flowering plant from the bar to the terrarium underneath the

pool table. And for the first time in her long life Letty stopped sneezing and

started winning at pool.




Now

as Hannah waved to Letty, other voices called out to her: “Yo, doc!” “Stern!

Get a brew and come over here; we need you for pinochle!” “Hey,

professor—where’s Ginger and Mary Ann?” Nobody ever called her Hannah.

Absurdly, the theme song from “Cheers” ran through her mind: Sometimes you

want to go where everybody knows your name . . .




But

friendly razzing was just a part of Sappho’s. It had bewildered her when she

first arrived in upstate New York, all the teasing and good-natured knocks to

pride, so different from her northern California upbringing. When she remained

clumsily unsure how to distinguish genuine insult from genuine flirtation, Zak

the Animal took pity on her and gave her a lesson—Betty Zakhour, Isabel’s first

bouncer, a huge behemoth of a rugby player with an equally big heart. “Look,

doc,” growled Zak, “these women? They like you. They’re just busting your

chops, just whaling on you.” “Thank you,” Hannah had replied politely,

wondering: Busting? Whaling? What does it all mean? How green she was.

Now, years later, she knew enough to reply to any tossed barb with timed

insouciance: “Yeah, right. Don’t hurt yourself.” 




This

was home away from home now. She scraped a bar stool under herself and looked

down the freshly buffed counter to find her beloved friend, the barkeep, owner,

and host.  




“Hi,

Iz. What it is.”




“What

it was.”




“Make

me a mocktail that tells the truth.”




“Do

you want absinthe or do you want vermouth?”




They

had kept up their old comedy routine since they were twenty-five, for almost

two full decades now. Hannah and Isabel had taken the same women’s history

courses in grad school, could cite the same books, reflect back on the same

crusty eccentric beloved professors, dish on old classmates who had fled feminist

scholarship for law school or software startups or partnered bliss. But for all

their shared history, Isabel had a history of her own—a backstory nobody knew

and which she only revealed in stray, pearl-like asides. Her parents weren’t

alive any more, but she spoke of them reverently. They were—German? Austrian?

French? Definitely Catholic. Isabel had briefly been a nun, before grad

school—or, depending on the story, a very young novice. Then she’d abandoned

the convent or, in another rumor, had been expelled, caught “experimenting”

with a sister novice and sent packing. She still maintained all the austerity

of her convent years in her loft studio apartment, sleeping alone under a

massive portrait of Joan of Arc, rising at 5:00 a.m. to brew her own beer, boil

flavored syrups and mixes for cocktails, and then prepare all the food sold at

the bar. Everyone loved and wanted her, hearts and yonis alike thudding when

she greeted customers. She was famous for gently saying no to every proposition

while loving everyone. As far as Hannah knew, in their twenty-year friendship

Isabel had never been partnered, yet who knew what went on in the Nook of the

bar?




Isabel,

eyes sometimes gray, more often green, warm and inquiring, now poured Hannah a

shot of Bailey’s on ice, then tapped the rim with her own antique goblet water

glass in a quick toast, another old ritual. “Salud et l’chaim. Thinking

about your father this week?”




Hannah

knew then that she looked as sad as she felt. “No, thinking about Gail.

Thinking about students who hate women’s history and who plagiarize facts on

the founding of Rome from Italian restaurant menus. Thinking about the 106

papers I have to grade before the Valentine’s Day party here. Which I will once

again attend ALONE, barring Cupid’s arrow in my ass between now and Friday.”




“Ah.

Same old, then.”




“Yeah.”




They

sipped in silence, and Hannah lowered her eyes to Isabel’s hands, the flower

rings she wore. Hands that had, regrettably, never explored Hannah’s breasts

and thighs, despite her idiotic pleading during their one European vacation

together back in 1986: Please, Iz, just once before I die. And Iz, what if I

die tomorrow?




Isabel

moved away to ring up a beer for another bar patron who had entered, then

returned to assess Hannah’s brooding. “Hey, you. I know you like to complain,

and often with good reason; but at heart you like the pressure and you love

teaching. You always did—more than I knew I would. Don’t you still?”




“Yeah.

But what do I do with all these student papers that begin, ‘There were no

lesbians before Ellen DeGeneres came out’? They don’t see the history I teach

them.”




“Do

you see the history you teach them?”




This

was a good question. Damn Isabel. Had Hannah lost her sense of the women she

lectured on? “The great women of history.” No matter how she rearranged her

ever-changing syllabus, shifted and split its sections like paramecia, adding

women from this region and that era, struggled to balance Global North with

Global South, women of color with pre-Christian Europe’s witches, inventors and

healers, servants and slaves, athletes and queens, concubines and

conservatives, innkeepers and film stars, some group was bound to be left out

and she would always feel she’d failed in representing them. Where had her love

of women’s history begun? As a child when she heard Shirley Chisholm speak? No.

Earlier. The babysitter who read her the book about female pirates. No, she had

loved the babysitter. The babysitter and the pirate were one. She was feeling

the drink, though the drink was a very small one. Isabel always made her little

fancy drinks with something extra in them that acted on Hannah like truth

serum; here it was, happening again. She was relaxed, her worries and the

stress of the empty apartment at home forgotten, but the unanswered question

swirling around her like a drop of paint in a water glass. Who did she see?

When she stood in front of the women’s history classroom, who guided her?




In

truth, her deepest muse was probably Sappho, if not another lesbian from the

ancient past. The sense of obligation to get her own people into the record had

been an urgent mandate since graduate school. For all their excellent

education, Hannah and Isabel had just missed the coming wave of LGBT studies,

had been too early, then too late, and the frosty paperwork demanded of anyone

daring to attempt a lesbian dissertation so irked Isabel that she

dropped out to serve the women’s community directly. “You write about us; I’ll

nourish us,” had been her apology to Hannah. The homophobic pushback they encountered

even in a women’s history graduate program had only made Hannah dig in further.

She was the first in their cohort to grab her credentials and start teaching,

young, enraged, her sweater always buttoned wrong, one earring falling out, but

love of scholarship blasting from her fingers as she retyped lecture notes for

her assigned classes. She felt motivated—indeed, haunted—by Sappho’s

poetic fragment: “You may forget but/Let me tell you/this: someone in/some

future time/will think of us.” Nearly every day, she stood in front of her

students and wrote these lines on the blackboard in tough-looking purple chalk.

Never mind the groans and the whispers: “Oh, no, not Sappho again.” “She’s

obsessed!”




The

bar was a place to unwind with a few other professors and old friends. Gail had

not really liked it; it was part of the reason they broke up, Hannah reflected

now. The endless tug between The Community and The Relationship, between loving

women and loving one woman. Hating conflict, Hannah remained passive, unhappily

turning over their problems in her mind. Gail took action, demanding “Choose!”

and then walking out.




Hannah

stood up. No wallowing in regret and failure: There were papers to grade. This

was supposed to be a one-drink, quick-visit night. She felt woozy, though, and

now Isabel pointed out that she had not eaten anything, had driven from work

after a long teaching day, and then lit into a drink on an empty stomach. “Come

and eat,” said Isabel. “I’m firing up the grill for a bunch of other women coming

in later. They ordered roast vegetables with herbs. I set aside some potatoes

and beets for you. And sour cream, of course.” She beckoned to what they called

The Nook, a side room with a rustic table for intimate dinners or romantic

discussions by candlelight. Lured by the promise of Jewish comfort food,

grateful that Isabel always knew what she wanted and needed, Hannah stumbled

around the back of the bar and sat down at the hidden wooden table.




But

someone was already there. It looked like—




It was Sappho.




No.

It wasn’t. How ridiculous. Hannah blinked. It was some woman in a Sappho

outfit. Now she recognized Jeri, one of their university friends from the art

department, sprawled out in a toga and garland. “Surprise!” she shouted. “How

do you like this costume? Isabel told me to bring it over for you. It’s for the

Valentine’s Day party! If you want it, you can borrow it.”




“Jesus,

Jeri,” Hannah said faintly. “Where did you get something like that?”




“Yeah,

looks real, huh? I mean authentic. Got it on eBay, kiddo! I was one of the

Muses at the art department graduation party last May, remember? Aren’t you

always reminding us that Plato called Sappho the Tenth Muse? So we thought you

could wear this next weekend.” Jeri was peeling off the toga and sandals, revealing

her more familiar evening yoga clothing. “Ahhh . . . that’s better. You do feel

the weight of women’s history in this rig!”




“Hannah

feels the weight of it all the time, even in her pajamas,” Isabel called over

her shoulder.




“Fuck

you,” Hannah returned, quickly adding “I mean, desist, ye mocking

toadstool,” and they laughed. “Okay. You’re right. Actually, I do like it.

I’ll wear it to the party. After all, I’m between girlfriends, and my longest

love really is women’s history. Let’s drink to that. Women’s history will be

my date this year!”




And

Isabel, smiling to herself in the recess behind the bar, added: So mote it

be. But nobody heard her.
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When Hannah showed up to the dance in her Sapphic

toga, Jeri, Megan, Sylvia, Dog, and Yvette let out shrieks and whistles of

appreciation. “Girl, you look ancient!” Dog called out. 




“Thanks,”

Hannah replied. “That’s great. That’s sure to attract younger women.”




“She

means you look like a real lesbo, from Lesbos,” Megan assured. 




Should

I have worn underwear? Hannah wondered.




She

took the drink that Isabel handed her (something pink, with gold-flecked red

hearts in the beveled goblet glass, in honor of the holiday) and sipped

sedately, mindful of not spilling on her borrowed finery. Couples entered the

bar, laughing, guffawing as dykes do, hand-slapping and hugging, peeling off

winter leather jackets and bulky down coats to reveal outfits clearly

representing their alter egos and avatars: cowgirl, stripper, auto mechanic

(but that was Sherry’s actual job—no fair, thought Hannah); Mafia don, Rosie

the Riveter, the pope, Marilyn Monroe, Snow White. Old Letty arrived

well-guarded against the occasion’s romantic flower arrangements, costumed in a

skin-diving mask and snorkel, with her elegant partner, Glo, dressed as a giant

clam (a pearl clenched in her false teeth.) The disco ball lit up in

crimson-washed sparkles as Isabel’s eclectic music list for the evening drew

new arrivals to the wooden dance floor platform: Etta James, “In the Basement”;

Holly Near, “Bony Jaw Baby”; Lorraine Segato, “Mama Quilla”; Sheila E, “The

Glamorous Life.” Rosie the Riveter and Snow White were soon making out on what

they all called the pit furniture, low sofas always at the ready for impulsive

necking (and impossible to get out of quickly, as Hannah had discovered once

when she was wrapped in a new girlfriend and the woman’s ex stormed in.) The

pope was on top of and then rapidly underneath Marilyn Monroe. The cowgirl and

Xena Warrior Princess were dancing barefoot despite the snow outside the bar,

confetti churning beneath their feet. Splashes of Isabel’s mystic cocktails

reddened dancers’ cheeks—both faces and exposed rear ends in naughty-cut chaps.

The disco ball turned, turned. And Hannah felt the approaching twin harbingers

of a night out at Sappho’s Bar and Grill: a surreal wash of dizziness, paired

with the sad knowledge she was once again alone among the coupled.




In

the corner was a middle-aged dyke who looked very familiar in a horrible sort

of way. Hannah squinted. It must be someone who showed up fairly often. She

seemed at home in the bar. Shoes like Hannah’s, probably ordered from the same

hip-twelve-years-ago catalog. She wore a jacket like Hannah’s, too. Wait a

minute. God damn it. A hot plume of embarrassment curled up Hannah’s

collarbone. One of their busting, whaling prankster pals had actually come to

the Valentine’s dance costumed as Hannah!




The

woman smiled. “Yes. I am you. No?”




Oh,

how embarrassing. How fucking embarrassing. The woman had to be one of

the university’s graduate exchange students—or, more likely, one of the

visiting faculty scholars Hannah had not met yet. She struggled to be polite.

After all, any new academic colleague willing to come to the Valentine’s dance

in a lesbian bar was worth knowing. Hard to place the accent: Croatian?

Portuguese? Damn. Who had dressed her up like Hannah? It had to be impish

Isabel. Only she would have in her possession an entire outfit’s worth of

forgotten, unstylish garments Hannah had left behind at the bar over the past

ten years. Sighing, she approached her doppelganger.




“I

must look hideous, daily, if that’s typical of the ensembles I throw

together. Please trust me, I have nicer clothes at home. I have things that

match; I do. Uh . . . like a black dress. Yeah. I don’t know why I dress so

drab. I teach so much I never have time to go shopping . . .”




The

woman was laughing, and her laugh was beautiful. Bewitching, in fact. “But

one’s own clothes look loveliest on oneself. So your own clothes may look

lovely on you. Perhaps we switch now? I will disrobe and give you back.”




“Well,

but—whoa, no need to get naked, now,” Hannah sputtered, as the woman threw off

her dowdy outfit, the sudden pile of fleece puddling on the scarred floor

between them. “Wait a minute. Wow. You look great, but, hey, slow down. Look,

I’m already dressed up. For once, I dressed up! Let me explain, and you can

just put your clothes back on. I mean, my clothes. I can’t swap outfits right

now; I’m in a special costume too. You see, I’m supposed to be—“




“Sappho,”

said the beautiful and now naked Greek woman, holding out her hand in

introduction. “At last we meet.” She moved away from the cushioned club chair

and toward Hannah, adding, “Yes, soon, you can dress me. As myself. But not

yet.” She took Hannah in her arms. “Not yet, my darling one.”




 




[image: ]




 




And then the disco lights faded. They were somewhere

else. What had been the dance music of “We Are Family” was now the strum of a

lyre. And the flavor in her mouth was not Isabel’s bar cocktail but an astringent

retsina, a taste that seemed to seep from the wise, soft lips on her own

open mouth. Hannah felt a Mediterranean wind and the hot light pouring over

pines and olive trees, carrying a scent of olive wood and olive oil and grape

vines and hyacinths. Everything was rustling, branches, togas, vines—and then

the bits of confetti kicked up from the dance floor of the bar turned into a

sudden shower of page fragments. Bits and bits of shredded, burnt pages were

falling from the air, blown around Sappho’s hair and landing on her shoulders.

Hannah, dizzy from the intense sensation of time shift, her breath buried under

Sappho’s timeless kiss, reached down to hold the woman’s creased brown hands,

rough from endless hours of weaving, but there was no skin to hold onto—only

fragments of burnt paper. Sappho’s hands were poems.




“I

know they burned your writing,” Hannah said, not knowing what else to say or

how long the moment might last. “I can’t think of anything more frightening, or

more violent. To be erased by your inheritors, who should be teaching you.”




“But

you teach me every day,” said Sappho. “Don’t you? I am told you write my poems

on your board almost every day. And every night they wash it off, erase me, and

every day you write it out again. You are like a myth from my own time. Rolling

the rock uphill, over and over, though it may roll back against you. I know

these ways. Why are you bringing me back to life every day in that room?”




“I

have to,” Hannah fumbled to explain, aware of Sappho’s fingers on her body,

warm fingers that were no longer paper poems. “I made a sort of commitment,

when I—when I read you. You said someday someone would think of you. And I’ve

made sure that others think of you.”




“So,”

the lyric poet smiled. “Of course I come to you tonight. It is the night of

couples, is it not? And you are so convinced you are alone.” She gestured, and

more fragments flew upward from her palms. “How do you like my island?”




This

can’t be happening, thought Hannah, her tongue in Sappho’s mouth. But when she

reopened her eyes she saw them, three spare and sullen priests approaching

through the grove, all holding torches. “Run!” hissed Sappho. “That way. To the

cave. Run and write me! Write me on the board!” Then Hannah was in a rough cool

hollow of cliff wall, her back to the damp stone and her heart pounding. A

young girl looked up, startled, interrupted in the act of chalking lyrics on

the wall. “Shhhh,” cautioned Sappho’s daughter Cleis. “Wait.”




Seconds

or centuries later Hannah was watching balls of burning parchment roll down the

walls of Isabel’s bar. No—Sappho’s Bar. Isabel had bought the place and

registered it as Sappho’s Bar and Grill. Once upon a time, though, in that

ancient world, Sappho’s poetry had been both barred and grilled, grilled for

public delight by self-righteous new believers who loathed her for her lyric

love of women. 




“I

love women, too,” Hannah told the air, which danced with paper, and it was not

burning parchment after all. Just bright crepe paper Isabel had strung, loosed

and torn by laughing couples kissing, dancing, eating cake. Sappho was gone,

leaving Hannah’s bad clothes in a heap on the floor. But when Hannah looked in

the mirror she had a love bite on her neck, just at the scoop of her Sapphic

toga. It was the shape of a Greek letter: a lambda, the curving L of Lesvos. It

lasted for five days.
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That was the first time; or what Hannah came to think

of as the first incident. Other incidents followed, as regular or

irregular as her own unpredictable menstrual period in appearance. And after a

while it became normal. She would go to the bar after a particularly gruesome

class, a lecture where she gave her all, and for some reason it just sat there,

ignored and avoided by the students—and she’d feel the sting that women’s

history now was so unvalued. Isabel would concoct some delicacy, some drink

with just a hint of wonder, and strange things would happen. It seemed one

night, for instance, that she, Hannah, was sitting at the bar gazing into her

own reflection in the mirror behind the bar, observing how she was growing old

and gaining strands of gray, and suddenly on either side of her were women in

that mirror. Glorious women, figures from the past: queens from her own

lectures, priestesses, or radical suffragists. One night she was certain she

saw Joan of Arc to her left, their shoulders almost touching, and when she

turned there was no one of course; all that remained was a faint scent of

burning flesh. A scent Hannah would not forget. 




But

they never talked about it. They never talked about where Isabel went when she

disappeared for an hour at her own bar, or what the herbs were that made the

drinks change colors in your mouth. A game had been set in motion on that night

when Hannah came in and asked for truths to quench her sense of burnout. It was

easy to play along with Isabel and float. It was the way they once handled the

attraction they had never acted on, feeling everything, saying nothing, Isabel

in charge, Hannah completely clueless and out of control.




Chapter

Two




The

Passover Seder


 


 


 




Can it be




I am the only Jew residing in Danville, Kentucky,




looking for matzoh in the Safeway and the A & P?




Maxine Kumin, 1972




 




 




“Hey, Al! AL! Do we have a price on this box of

the giant-size Saltines?” the checkout clerk bellowed, impatiently waving

Hannah’s box of matzah in the air until each delicate sheet inside cracked,

split, and crumbled. Hannah felt her face burn as everyone in the grocery store

turned and stared. Once again, she was going to be outed as the Jew at Safeway,

forced to explain the culinary conditions of her foremothers’ flight from

Egypt. Hannah heard the customer behind her sigh and mutter; her selection

of lurid-pink marshmallow Easter peeps was recognizable, socially approved.




The

student manager hurried over to inspect and identify the mysterious groceries

that were holding up the line on a busy Thursday night. On the conveyer belt,

next to the “giant Saltines,” were Hannah’s neatly bagged selections of

parsley, horseradish, apples, walnuts and Manischewitz wine. Aha! 
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