Disillusionment

by Susan Walton

       A young woman I know started her first year of college feeling hopeful. The horrors of high school were over. Like others before her, she had an airbrushed picture of college life in general and dormitory life in particular. She had a roommate she liked a lot. She found a boyfriend.

       The boyfriend went first. Her parents had not liked the idea that their daughter might throw herself away on a Republican business major. She defended these faults until he revealed himself as a nasty bit of goods. She was disillusioned.

       Her roommate's behavior turned out to be worse. Near the close of the year the roommate announced that she wanted to room with someone else the following year. It was not a spur‑of‑the‑moment decision, but she waited until the last minute to say anything, which made it especially awful and upsetting.

       I watched and listened and offered uncomforting commentary. ("He's a jerk." "If she does something that mean, she isn't worth bothering with.") But what I thought, as I spewed platitudes, was that at her age I would not have taken it so hard. I had never been that vulnerable; I knew by the time I was 18 that people were unreliable creatures. I was both older and tougher than she was.

        I wasn't; nobody is. I had merely forgotten what it felt like to be anything but a cynic. But there is a transformation, early or late. And afterward we forget we ever believed that right would prevail, that merit would triumph over mediocrity, or that the race was to the swift rather than the lucky.

       I undertook a survey to find out what people had found most disillusioning in their youth. It was small and unscientific; the subjects were chosen on the basis of whether I happened to run into them, which seemed a better method than leaving a message on my machine: At the sound of the tone, please leave your name, telephone number, and a short account of your most disillusioning experience before the age of 20. I was testing a hypothesis: Disillusionment, like breakfast cereal, is measured by weight rather than volume.

       I was half right and half wrong. What I found was yet another way to divide the human race into two groups. Some people, without pausing, described an incident that taught them the world was not nice after all. One friend described her shock when a university accepted two bubble‑brained girls from her school after she herself had been rejected because, she was told, the quota from that school had been reached. She found out that their fathers had influence that gained entry for their daughters while my friend, an honor student, was kept out. Before this it had never crossed her mind that the system wouldn't work the way it was supposed to.

       Someone else described the time she overheard her boyfriend's parents telling him that she was "not good enough" for him when she thought they really liked her. The disillusioning part was that they did think she was nice, but being nice had nothing to do with being socially acceptable. Often this group of people could think of lots of disillusioning things that had happened in late adolescence, all contributing to their conversion to cynicism.

       Then there was a second group, whose members responded with a long silence and then said: "Nothing happened. I've always been disillusioned." Many of these people had been born into unhappy circumstances, with more than routinely loony families. Adulthood, even adolescence, was a relief. What could happen that could be worse than what had already happened? Not much.

       I am in favor of early disillusionment, although I cannot, to be sure, advocate its more extreme forms‑‑parental alcoholism or mental illness, for example. It is like a vaccine against the onslaughts that are bound to come. One person who described his lifelong belief that the world was a mess had transformed this into a reason for optimism: Everything is for the best in this worst of all possible worlds. He is a very positive person, always enthusiastic.

       Disappointment also teaches us that the people we admire are not allegorical characters but have flaws and sorrows of their own. When you look for an explanation to ease your own hurt, you see that the arrow wasn't aimed at you; you just got in the way. Eventually my young friend saw that her roommate was an insecure person, not a wicked one. It was nothing personal.

       It would be nice if we did not need the protective shells, but we do. The world is a mess. We have to become people who, without objection, submit to being searched whenever we enter a public building (I live in Washington) and also people who know to avoid the eyes of passing strangers because some wolves do wear sheep’s clothing. We must avert our gaze from the ambulatory schizophrenics who hang out across the street because if we didn't they would spot us easy marks and maybe follow. We might as well learn this sooner rather than later. It is possible to follow an unhappy childhood with a serene and contented adulthood, but I know some adults who will never recover from happy childhoods.

       When I started writing this I was thinking of a line from a poem by Dylan Thomas: "After the first death, there is no other." After I had gathered a few of these accounts of people who remembered multiple moderately awful betrayals, it began to seem that perhaps Thomas was wrong‑‑after the first death, there were lots of others. But when all my scanty evidence was in, it seemed that most people were really flattened only once. I guess I think he's right after all.

TOPIC: What does Walton mean when she says: "I know some adults who will never recover from happy childhoods"? In your opinion, is happiness the same as immaturity?

