Praise for Carole Rosenthal’s short story collection, It Doesn’t Have to Be Me:
“Brilliant, buoyant, and disturbing, Carole Rosenthal’s stories are about savvy characters who wear their insecurities like badges of honor. Written in a style that is often lush and comic, the stories in It Doesn’t Have to Be Me are psychological X-rays, sharply insightful and revealing.”
--Dalton Conley
“Original and imaginative . . . Rosenthal explores ideas that would otherwise go unexamined, providing a fascinating glimpse of the fears that lurk beneath the surface of our everyday lives.”
--Booklist
“These brief, often startling stories turn familiar urban situations into surreal moments of cautionary insight that will linger long in the reader’s mind. In Carole Rosenthal’s fictional universe stories lurch unpredictably into that haunting territory accessible only through the powers of imagination.”
--Alix Kates Shulman
“What a distinctive offbeat voice! These stories are outrageous, funny, and always very, very serious.”
--Edith Konecky
“In this generous collection of . . . wily narratives, the women, their partners, and their environments shift, evoking broad humor and decentering expectations of what women want and what women have . . . [An] affirmation that women’s desires are neither predictable nor irrelevant.”
--Rain Taxi Review of Books
“Carole Rosenthal’s writing is rich, imaginative, and passionate. The humor in these stories is sometimes boisterous and sometimes horrifying, but instantly recognizable. Her characters are so real we might want to avert our eyes—yet we do so at our own expense. Rosenthal has a unique sensibility. I love her writing.”
--Lynda Schor
“Fertile, imaginative and at times truly hilarious . . . when deep patterns of behavior get jostled and all hell breaks loose. Rosenthal is a writer who conveys social, psychological and political wisdom.”
--Home Planet News
“These stories are like doors to spacious half-forgotten room that appear in dreams. I see myself and my experience in her work, parts I almost lost, or perhaps purposely kept hidden. Each story reveals a beautifully constructed shape. . . and I am pushed into emotions that feel raw and dangerous. Hers is a completely original voice.”
--Jane Lazarre
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It's taken all my life to come to grips with the fact that I'm a woman with a big nose. A long, sharp and slightly bent nose, bent at the crossroads as it were, forking to the right, indented, slightly scooped to the left. This comes from being broken by the outside flat of a hand belonging to a woman named Audrey who was in my Group Therapy, twisting her arms one night, uncoordinated in ancient anger towards her mother, who was no longer alive. Stuffed next to me on a nubby couch along a wall, Audrey squeezed shut her eyes and cried out, smashing me with a blind emotional backhand: "Take that, Mother! Take that!" An accident, fusing the narrow bone high, under the shallow of my left eye in one quick squeak and sliver of out-thrust bone. Almost immediately the nose and the valley of the eye went brackish, the color of algae.
"You broke my nose! You broke my nose!" I screamed, clapping my hands around it. I ran back and forth to the bathroom in the hall. I squinted in the mirror. Tears slid over my freckles. I whimpered, I cawed. "It hurts, it hurts."
Audrey pitched forward on the couch, a victim herself. She yelled, "I couldn't break your nose! I didn't. I'm not strong enough, I'm weak!"
The therapist's lip underslung, all wet and sparkly with excitement. He didn't believe in violence, but he liked the breakthrough way Audrey was standing up to me. "Mother transference," he said. "She needs her emotional space, too. Right?"
*
The next day, the nose that was mine seemed unrecognizably large, blooming unhealthily fat, swelling outward and upward, flourishing with color, bosky below the bridge, plugged up so that, below, nostrils pressed to their twin openings, sunken and concave. Ben, getting out of bed in the morning to see what was the matter at the mirror, looped a long supportive arm around my neck and told me not to worry, he didn't love me for my looks.
"What do you mean?"
He realized his mistake. "I think you're pretty anyway," he said, recovering.
Up the side steps to the hospital, through one door, loose and swinging, then another, he walked behind me, protective. Everyone in the emergency room stared at him: the nurse, the young doctors, the glossy receptionist who cocked her pixie head and asked me my insurance number, even the other patients, some of them doubled over and dripping blood. Beat her, he beat her, beat her, he beat her, they breathed. My nose was broken, glaring, splashy, but they were all looking at Ben. It hardly seemed fair.
"How did it happen?"
"An accident. Somebody was talking to me and gestured with their hand and hit me by accident," I told three people consecutively.
"Uh-huh, uh-huh." Raised eyebrows, raised pens. Flat eyes flick at Ben. He smiles. Oblivious.
"How did it happen?" Inside the intimate, beach blanket space of a curtained cubicle, the resident probes me firmly. None of your beeswax, Doctor. So what if I'm in therapy? You're probably fucked up, too. I go hot with explanation, shame and talky fear. If only I had a shorter nose, a Lady nose! I could roll back, search beneath those doctor eyes for lush fantasies, oh, lovely Lady, lovely, lovely Battered Lady. "X-rays?" he asks his friend, the other young doctor, across my nose.
They telepathize to one another with deep distaste. What a nose! A real schnoz, a peak of a beak! Smash couldn't help. Smash couldn't hurt.
Waiting for X-rays, Ben, who thinks of my face as friendly, my nose as an inseparable part of me, strokes my hand gently across his tall denim knee. I tell him I've decided to break Audrey's face, coming down her chimney at night and shattering her at the protruding point of her cheekbone, impossible to reconstruct without endless operations and plastic surgery. Audrey pinwheels with pain into the air of my mind, a dwindling sparkler on a Fourth of July night.
The cone of the big machine points. Fourteen X-rays come out, enough to give me leukemia or brain damage in some far away future, and the Doctor, as white and unforgiving as a porcelain autoclave sterilizer, tells me, "Nothing broken here. That nose is fine."
"But it's sitting smack under my eye!"
"I'm surprised you never noticed. It's obvious to me you have an off-center nose. It's been like that since you were a tiny child."
"It hurts, it hurts!"
"Pain is no indication." He snaps his finger against my see-through bone in shadowy black-and-white on the X-ray slab. "See, here's the calcification."
My mouth opens. My nose trumpets its rage.
Crazy lady. Ben pays the bill and takes me home, leaving with his shoulders high and wide, still respectable, unlike me.
*
In therapy where I'm trying to work through my anger at Audrey, the therapist flops forward on his elbows and looks sincerely into my eyes: "That nose was never straight to begin with. You have to learn to accept who you are."
"But my mother swears it was straight. She always told me I had a classical profile. Cleopatra, Nefertiti!" I weep.
"All mothers say that," he smiles comfortingly, enfolding his hands behind his neck, lowering his lids over tricks those mothers play. "Mothers!" he sighs. Oh, oh, what a job. . . .
By the end of the session I realize he's terrified I'm going to sue.
*
In the middle of our living room a life-sized drawing of me hangs over the sofa, me in my nightgown, bony legs askew, true to my rumpled and contradictory reality: a face divided by a Nose. Byzantine and ambiguous, one side friendly, the other slanty with suspicion. Who is looking, Friend or Foe? I look like my mother, and did even as a child: Red Rover, Red Rover, let Kadey Come Over. Then, nose-dive onto the cement between suddenly unlinked arms, crash through the tricky opening to a rough, sparkling, ultimate slab of sidewalk. Black ants walk by. Little head, little thorax, little abdomen, little wavy legs. Darkness and blood. I open my eyes. Look at the walls, see all the pictures Ben has taken of Kadey? How does she look? Kadey smiling, Kadey sad, Kadey in concentration in close-up: see her nose? Well, what do you think? Furrows of thought extend its length.
*
The stoplight at the Fifth Avenue corner near the New School glows red. I nudge Alexandra to a halt with my shoulder. We're on our way home from statistics class.
"So they stick a thing like an ice-tea spoon up your nose, holding you back, and re-position the shape. It takes maybe three visits. I know because Dr. Raphael did it for me when Alfie broke my nose."
"He broke your nose?" I am incredulous, bowled over to hear that her husband, the High Episcopal priest in a collar, has clipped her precise upper-class nose. Crossed class lines. Is no one safe?
"The British drink too much," she says, avoiding a taxi that's inching up, sliding her eyes in peripheral judgment--or am I the critical one now? "Still, it's nobody's business what we do in our home."
*
While I'm wadded up with cotton the plastic surgeon, Dr. Raphael, smiles artistically, expensively, into my face. His teeth gleam radiantly. His breath is warm and gentle. "Would you like me to take off an inch or so while I'm at it? It could stand it, you know. Easy as pie in the hospital, as long as it's broken. Easily, yes, easily."
I rise as he advances, looking more and more like Audrey. "My nose, Doctor," I say with regal hauteur.
Whose voice is that?
My nose and I leave his office. We don't look back.
*
But at night I can't sleep because my nose is so big. I can barely breathe. It takes over my face, it almost suffocates in the pillows, it bumps into the walls. Ben says he can't even notice the difference. "You're so unvisual," I accuse. "So what?" he says: he loves me for myself. A wonderful trait. I know, I know. But who is myself anyway?
Each day as I age ever so slightly, my nose coarsens, hardening in its ways, longer and grosser, splotched with pores. Finally it develops allergies. Kleenex flowers litter our house. I take to bed, sighing under beautiful woodland sheets, leaves and flowers. The nose becomes fuller. I snuffle through it like a rooting beast, a curious boar, a frustrated ground critter searching out insects: I scoop with my sharp-axe, face down in the pillow, shoving my nose under rotting logs, into dark earth, unable to smell, poking what turns up. Curled slugs, discovered, re-shape themselves out of my path. The ground is moldy. The sheets need changing. But I can't tell the difference. My nose is no damned good, a prehensile relic. A shover and a blower. Frightening, naked, a fleshy jut.
Why do I have to accept it? Who says that I have to?
"I can't stand it, I can't stand it!" I sob one sleepless night, waking Ben, prodding him with its cartilage tip. "My nose is disgusting. Broken. Ugly. It doesn't even work."
"I don't think it is broken," he says sleepily, stretching out his hand from under the covers and patting me as if I'm a darling dog, an unruly high-strung pet who shares his bed. "That's not what the doctor said."
"It's like rubbery gristle," I moan. "All jaggy razor-blade bone."
"Go to sleep," he says, putting a pillow over his face.
I stick my head under the pillow next to his. "What's it good for?" I ask. He doesn't answer. His breath, moist and sweet like a summer lakeside, snores gently through his clear nose, rippling against me. But not pacifying.
I have a moment when I want to rush into the kitchen, pull open the door to the refrigerator, and stick my head into the freezer, lying with my cheek against the undefrosted ice until my nose freezes, goes numb, and then I snap most of it off. I'll heat the rest with an iron, or with my curling rod for my hair, re-molding it perky and sloping, still my nose after all, pressing it in and out and up--an impossibility. Finally I turn off the light. Feeling my alienation from it, I squeeze it between my thumb and forefinger.
A flash of insight: This nose is not Me.
This nose, sticking out so far into the world, so easily damaged, overly visible, so often broken and hurt, this nose has nothing to do with me. Stuck on my face, yes. Even heralding my presence, but that freak of fate doesn't make it mine. Or me responsible.
I wake Ben again, eager to tell him.
"What? Huh?" Then he agrees without opening his eyes. "Okay, it's not your nose," he says. "Too many things have happened to it, it's not your real nose, okay." Sleepily, "Okay, okay." He thinks that by agreeing with me he'll make me happy. What an even-tempered man, but he isn't really helping. I can see there's a problem.
Now we've both disowned my nose. God, it's abandoned! Nobody loves it or claims it. How can it be answerable? My nose, uncared-for, can do whatever it wants.
"I want to go back to sleep," Ben whispers. He does. He rolls over on his stomach.
Like a primitive beast, my nose waits and waits. Until it's dark and quiet. Passing cars no longer flash their lights onto the ceiling. Then my nose attacks. Sheets bunch beneath Ben's wingbone when he arches. They drape over the ridges of his vertabrae, the smooth shallows of his flesh, all pink and ignorant like a baby. My hands clamp behind my back, my face swings down, almost drowning me in terror beneath the glutinous fibre of his muscles.
The nose stabs and stabs and stabs.
Poor despised, murderous nose. A victim of its past--hurt, angry, so brutalized and ignored, it turns on the only man who loves it, a senseless, random act of violence. The usual "underprivileged" story, a renegade nose in a society where a woman isn't even supposed to have a nose.
It subsides, twitching and tries to act anonymous, as if it belongs. I regard it almost with compassion. But not quite.
Dorrie got lost on her way home from having coffee with her friend Jennifer. Jennifer had just told her some shocking news.
"I know you suspected it anyway." She was having a love affair with Bryant, their mutual dentist. "I slept with him twice. It's so deep, the way we feel about each other. I broke it off because of Stan. Stan is furious at me. This affair is threatening to ruin my marriage. But being with Bryant has changed me. I can't let go."
"You told Stan?" Dorrie was shocked that at their age Jennifer regarded sleeping with a man as flirtatious as Bryant, who often flanked her with his thigh or brushed her breast by accident when she was reclining in the dental chair, as a serious affair.
"I had to, he could see I'd changed. That's what I need to talk to you about. Stan told me he talked to you when you called."
"But I called to talk to you and got Stan."
Or rather Stan got her, as so many other people did. Got her and told her things as if they thought she was wiser and more concerned with their well-being than she was--or at least than she wanted to be.
Dorrie, cautious, asked to hear more details before she gave Jennifer feedback on conducting her life. So what if Jennifer had a knack for getting into dumb situations? She realized now that Jennifer only wanted to meet her tonight after they finished teaching their painting classes to pick her brain about the weird phone conversation she'd had with Stan, a few hours earlier. Her friendship with Jennifer was at a tender intersection. After a casual five-year acquaintance, she had just crossed the threshold of her natural wariness to count Jennifer as a trustworthy friend. Beneath her open smiles and friendly appearance--all dyed reddish hair and many freckles--Dorrie imagined herself as a bit of a hermit crab, scuttling with stalk eyes and alert amusement through social situations, but holding her own secrets close, encased in a shell. She doubted that other people, particularly Jennifer, would be interested in her secrets. Her private life consisted of feelings and observations so hidden she sometimes felt like she was even keeping them secret from herself.
"What did Stan say about me?"
They were walking in the winter rain. Dorrie shrugged, reluctant to get in the middle of a fight between husband and wife. As usual, she wanted to hear Jennifer's story, but without seeming eager for it. The Soho streets were deserted. Jennifer's platform boots scuffed the sidewalk. She checked Dorrie's expression by angling sideways. Dorrie wiped cold drizzle off her glasses.
"If we're going to talk let's find a place to sit." She searched the side street for a coffee shop.
"Jennifer is very withholding," Stan had told her. Inappropriate, Dorrie thought, for someone she barely knew. All she had asked was a polite how are you, unleashing a torrent. "I guess you know we've been having problems." He didn't say what kind of problems but he was fishing to find out if Jennifer had already confided in her; if so, how much she knew. "We've been thinking of bagging it. . . " His tone annoyed her. Poor me, I’m being cool--a monotone. "Our marriage, I mean."
Dorrie was silent. She pictured somebody stuffing Stan and Jennifer into a poacher's bag, rushing through woods.
"Withholding?" she sucked in breath. Exciting information but dangerous territory. Squalling partners re-united. Whatever you said could be turned against you. Her own husband would never talk about her to anybody behind her back. Matthew didn't even talk to her anymore. He just came home from work, pulled on denim cutoffs, and read the design journals. Wherever she was sitting, she could count on him to settle himself somewhere else, across the room. So in spite of herself, she felt a tug of pity for Stan. "Jennifer is always generous to me as a friend."
"As a friend, yes. I'd love to have her as a friend. But as a wife, no. If a man is with a woman he's looking for something in himself, but Jennifer isn't fulfilling that role. And she doesn't bring in any money either. It would help if she'd get a better job . . . "
A disturbing call. Too convoluted, some kind of psychobabble. Dorrie knew he and Jennifer were in couples therapy together. She'd only met Stan twice, but the few times she'd seen him perform in clubs she admired his music.
"Isn't Jennifer at home?"
"No, she's out. She's always out to me lately. Even when she's home I can't get through."
Stan played alto sax and clarinet and innovated global boogie on found instruments like strands of seashells, and coffee pots, and ploughshares from his uncle's farm. He was an intense red-faced burly man Dorrie found hard to talk to. He didn't listen, he only riffed. If she and Jennifer hadn't been getting chummier in the last six months, maybe she would have hung up right away. For the sake of her friendship she was putting her friendship in jeopardy. Did that make sense?
"But I do know a good place for sitting around here," Jennifer said to Dorrie. "A coffee place near--where are we? On Broadway and Bleecker? It's called . . . wait, wait . . . I'll think of it!" She spun around excitedly, like a kid. Her silvery rain-cape flared. Her voice was high and slender. So was Jennifer. She'd smoked a joint in the studio bathroom on their way out. She didn't act like a married woman of forty. Nobody did these days. Jennifer still pictured herself as a bad girl, the risk-taker in whimsical rhinestones and vintage hats, the girl she used to be, but wasn't now. Her shadow shimmered in a puddle under a street-light.
Dorrie watched her own shadow, next to it, squashed into a puffy nylon rain-shell, edging sideways. She looked like a crab, all right; next to Jennifer, she looked skinny-legged and squat. "There it is! The Résumé Cafe," cried Jennifer.
They crossed the street. The cafe was pink, warmly lit. A waitress showed them to a tiny table wedged between four young men in dress shirts and ties playing bridge with jackets slung over their chairs, and a group of slouching arty types in silks who didn't seem to be speaking to each other.
"I'm embarrassed, I don't know where to start," Jennifer said. Like a kid, she started to cry.
The bridge players were drinking lattes; at the other table they glanced away.
"It's hard to talk when we're so hemmed in." Dorrie turned to look behind her, protective. Maybe somebody was paying a check? She didn't want eavesdroppers on Jennifer's confessions.
Dorrie spotted an empty corner booth and suddenly remembered that during the first years of her marriage she'd been to this cafe, and sat in that very booth. Back when she and Matthew used to go places to be alone together, the two of them making running commentaries about everybody and everyplace--as if the rest of world were a movie being put on for their benefit. The good old days. The good old narcissistic days, Matthew always called them disdainfully when she mentioned them now.
"Let's move," Dorrie said, carrying her place setting and glass of water back to the booth.
Jennifer followed, brandishing her cutlery in the air like a sword. The waitress swabbed down the table with fast sullen jerks. She was irritated by the switch.
The cafe, Dorrie vaguely recalled, had had a different name back then.
Jennifer plunked forward on her elbows. Her face, round-eyed and classically oval, turned hideously long and beseeching as a question burst out.
"What do you do when you're not sexually compatible with someone you live with? Stan and I have been married for seven, almost eight years, and I know you and Matthew have been together even longer than that. How do you make it work?"
"Matthew and I are compatible," Dorrie said quickly. She always froze on the subject of her own sex life. The fragility of intimacy. It needed protection. Besides, nothing quirky--not that she was telling a lie.
She could tell that Jennifer was trying to hide her disappointment. Clearly she'd hoped to find Dorrie in the same pickle. A twist of guilt told Dorrie she owed Jennifer some dirty tidbit now.
"I know you're happy. That's why I wanted to talk to you. I want to talk to you because," Jennifer stressed the word, eyes at half-mast, "you're in a happy relationship, and because," she raced past her embarrassment, "you know Bryant and so you can understand at least that part of my problem. Remember, you said he was a wonderful dentist. You recommended him to me, in fact." She peeked out slyly under long blonde bangs. "And I know you said that you were charmed by him too."
"He is charming," Dorrie said, firmly. Abruptly she remembered what the cafe had been called. Something hip back then. The Naked i.
*
What charmed Dorrie most about Bryant was not his jokey manner or long-lashed eyes, nor even his dimples or athletic grace. All of these were characteristics which Dorrie recognized as conventionally charming but they vaguely alarmed her, like static-filled air. Rather, Dorrie was charmed by Bryant's egotism and scattershot chatter. Dorrie enjoyed his brooding, which was more revealing than he knew. Perhaps because he'd projected some kinship onto her sympathetic passivity over the years ("Open, please . . . Wider, please . . . Thank you . . ."), Bryant had taken to sharing his career doubts with her, strange musings.
"The angst of dentistry! It's a terrible profession. Do you know that dentists have the highest rate of suicide of any profession except psychiatry?"
“Why ish zhat?” Bryant hooked a de-salivating device over her lower teeth, wadding her molars with cotton. He stepped back to admire his handiwork.
"Because dentists cause people pain. Everybody hates us. It takes a toll."
But everybody probably didn't keep up their end of the gape-mouthed dialogue like Dorrie did after she noticed how much Bryant craved instant appreciation and sympathetic responses. It excited her to keep him talking, examining him in close-up, just as he was examining her.
"Buh sho do doctorsh," she tried to smile.
"Totally different. Doctors have glamour. People think of dentists as frustrated sadists and control freaks who've found a socially acceptable outlet for their anal aggressions. Nobody takes a dentist seriously. It's all dentists talk about when we get together at parties. How we're the butt of bad jokes. Imagine what it must be like at a proctologist's convention."
"Ouch!" She couldn't help squirming.
"Did I hurt you?" He looked annoyed. "Your teeth are shifting from age. Mouths change."
She focused on a Daumier print of a grotesquely grinning dentist applying a pliers to a cringing patient. The pain intensified. He poked as if her teeth were shifting, behaving shiftily right now under his dental tools. She switched to a narrow view of the East River out the window, gray and serene.
His voice was taking on a gruff edge, confidential, too personal despite his flirtations, for such a noncommittal room.
"Take me, for instance. Most dentists don't start out to be dentists. . . .Wider, please . . . "
She looked up his nostrils, clipped nose hairs her immediate view. She suddenly imagined putting together a small grid-like series of quivering nostril paintings based on Bryant. They would hang next to her recent hermit crab canvases. His nostrils would flare pink and vein-y, pressing foggily against the glass. Her latest idea was for paintings that all caught parts of people, frozen, defenseless, off-guard.
Then Bryant told her again how he'd gone into dentistry as a safe profession his parents would support when he was in college and the woman who would become his first wife got pregnant. "I used to want to be a writer, or an intellectual. But the mind is over-rated," he said, winking, pressing close. She minced him mentally, and envisioned her paintings. Question-mark shaped ears, a smirk, albuminous eyes.
*
Shadows flickered on the pink walls of the cafe and Dorrie felt her breath rise and snag as, without warning, Jennifer began describing the sexual byplay of her two nights with Bryant.
Jennifer said, "He stuck a flashlight up my vagina and handed me a mirror. It was incredible. Don't tell a soul."
Dorrie pictured Bryant commanding Jennifer to open her thighs (" . . . Wider, please . . ."). That made her blush.
"It's too warm in here, Dorrie. Maybe we should tell the management to turn the heat down. You're breaking out in blotches." Jennifer swung around, signalling for the waitress.
"Probably early hot flashes," Dorrie joked.
"But you see my problem? It's like what you said about Matthew the other day, that you're growing faster than he is."
Immediately, Dorrie was sorry she'd said it. No waitress materialized.
"At least Matthew gives you room," Jennifer said. "I mean, Stan is always pushing himself on me with his needs. It's such a cliché. After so many years, Stan and I are more like friends. Now he wants to become friends with Bryant so he can understand why I'm involved with him."
Dorrie tucked her legs under the booth. She felt safe in the booth. It shamed her to remember how she'd been flattered and a little bit frightened by her enforced intimacy with Bryant. She remembered visualizing the inside of her mouth from his point of view--slimy ripe cavern of pleasure, sex and food, aggression and pain.
"That's a bad idea."
"I know. Bryant thinks we ought to cool things down, for my sake. He's taking the blame because my marriage went rocky. I'm not so sure. Most marriages have some rocks in them, don't they?"
Dorrie said nothing. She imagined Matthew in bed by this hour, checking the clock. Waiting for her? Fat chance. When he finally visited her studio last week after one of his big client preparations, Dorrie was eager to show him the hermit crab series, explaining in what she soon saw was too much detail how hermit crabs, with age, grew too bulky for their acquired shells and literally suffocated if the shells weren't cast off--yet without shells their soft bodies were completely exposed.
"Catch 22, it isn't safe either way, so they only leave if they're suffocating or in order to mate. Sort of like long-term relationships," Dorrie had joked, trying to hold Matthew's flagging interest by lobbing him an opportunity for easy irony at her expense. But he was already turning away.
She pictured him now reading in bed, wrapped in a blanket, Navajo-style, his oversized bluff of a forehead, his thick sandy eyebrows and bushy moustache. They had met twenty years ago as art students. But Matthew molted from being a fine artist into an advertising design director for a national magazine. She hadn't told him she was going out with Jennifer tonight.
She shot Jennifer an encouraging smile.
Jennifer said, "See, if I separate from Stan it will be like starting all over again. Maybe that's a good thing."
"Are things bad enough with Stan that you're actually thinking about it? Do you think Bryant actually wants you to break up your marriage?"
She was resentful of Jennifer's intensity; she knew other women Bryant had slept with. Little bubbles of annoyance boiled upwards in her mind. She didn't want to come right out and tell Jennifer this starcrossed relationship with Bryant was all her fantasy. Listen, she told herself, most reality is fantasy. It was the promise of the fantasy she was envious of. Ever since Matthew realized that he was never going to be the famous artist he once dreamed himself to be, the next Matisse, the next Franz Kline, not even the next Julian Schnabel of his generation--an artist he had contempt for, but whose wealth and high recognition factor he secretly envied--he had retreated from Dorrie's, and everyone else's aggressive ambitions for him, and eventually--although she couldn't pinpoint when--from himself.
"Maybe Bryant doesn't want the responsibility of a relationship," Dorrie snapped.
Jennifer recoiled as if Dorrie was pinching her.
Instantly, Dorrie felt bad. Jennifer's situation was serious in spite of being ridiculous.
"It's true, he has a lot of responsibilities," she said, deliberately vague--pretending to misunderstand.
Dorrie felt as if her skin was too tight.
"You should see how red your face is turning," Jennifer said, squinting dreamily, as if thrilled by her own powers of perception. "Don't you hate the way skin changes at our age? My own skin is so sensitive too."
"Excuse me, ladies--"
A young waiter in clunky hipster glasses suddenly swooped his delicate face in between them. He was cute. Smiling, shiny, unlike their own scowling waitress. He wore a tiny earring that looked like a fishing lure, and displayed a carefully tended three-day stubble.
Dorrie scooted sideways.
"Did you lose these?"
He dangled Dorrie's big purse and a pair of earmuffs in front of their eyes.
"My purse! Did you just find it?"
"Oh, god, we left all our things at the last table when we moved."
The cute waiter laughed, delighted.
"We're so dumb," said Jennifer, snatching at the earmuffs. "These belong to me."
Dorrie felt fluttery. The waiter was leaning towards her, close to her face. The air was roiling. "How did you know this purse was mine?" She wondered why their waitress hadn't found it.
"By going through your wallet, trying to find a phone number. I found the video club card with your husband's name on it and I looked him up. I would have recognized you from your driver's license if you hadn't changed your hair color."
"You called my husband?" Dorrie was startled, then excited by the intrusion. She felt light-headed at the image of a stranger curiously slipping his fingers through her credit cards, appointment slips, paint receipts and birth control pills. "Oh, thank you. Thank you so much."
She breathed into his face. He breathed back, and she got scared.
"But I'm worried that my husband will worry since you called him. I'd like to tell him you found me. Do you have a phone?"
"You don't have one with you? There's a public phone across the street."
She felt ashamed that there was no one for her to be urgently available to, and that she didn't carry her own mobile phone.
"Matthew's got the flu bug or something," she said to Jennifer, pointedly turning her back on the waiter. There was a phone on the cashier's desk in the front of the restaurant, and she took the cute waiter's response as rebuff. "I don't want Matthew to bundle up and run down here to retrieve my purse for me."
"That's what I mean," Jennifer sighed. "You have such a caring relationship with Matthew. It's what I'm missing most with Stan."
*
In front of an old tenement building, alone, Dorrie huddled under the kiosk.
It was wet on the street, coming down cold. The first call reached a wrong number. She dialed again.
"Matt?"
Matthew was asleep already, just as she'd thought. He often fell asleep in bed, still sitting up. Beside him would be a half-filled snifter of brandy, miraculously unspilled. The snifter of brandy was his ritual equivalent of a child's cup of steamy cocoa before bedtime, his comfort cue before letting go. He sounded distant, gurgly on his end of the phone, like someone inhabiting another element without any memory of this one, sunken into himself and far away.
"I called the studio to let them know where your purse was, in case you went back," he said.
"It's funny the waiter called you though, isn't it?"
"Funny? How come?" His voice was blank.
"Because these days it seems like I'm always losing things." Her voice slipped out small, almost seductive, like something that could fall between cracks. She wanted a moment of intimacy with him, and thought maybe by making fun of herself she might establish it. He'd teased her that morning about misplacing the Visa bills. She remembered when she wouldn't have had to explain her sense of humor. Back then he and Dorrie thought everything everybody else did was funny--or at least worth commenting on.
"Matthew, let's do something spur-of-the-moment together. Meet me on the corner of Broadway and Bleecker? That's the Résumé Cafe. It's a little place where we used to go. It'll be fun to do something new and spontaneous, like we used to."
"Something old then, you mean. Going backwards. I'm not dropping into a place that invites credentials. Have you seen the weather? You're out of your mind if you think I'm going out on a night like this. I have a big meeting--"
"Matthew, please. I'm standing outside in the weather right now. Please don't say no to me."
Back in the old days, she used to marvel at every little detail about Matthew, the deepset eyes, his strangely ridged fingernails, his carefully composed emergency crisis kit that he kept in each of the bathrooms, and at their lives together.
"Anyway, I just called you because I didn't want you to worry about me."
"Why should I worry about you when you can take care of yourself?"
She hung up the phone and a sensation she couldn't quite identify swelled up in her so fast that she felt unwieldy, too big for her skin which felt foreign, a carapace, and she thought she heard a crack. She exerted a fierce effort to hold herself down, down, down. Who was that loving husband about whom she earlier pretended to be so silently boastful, so misleadingly smug? She blinked at something tiny and naked crawling away from the phone down the wet sidewalk.
*
When she returned to the hot cafe and Jennifer's urgency, Dorrie announced Matthew's flu bug was getting the better of him, and that she had to go.
Dorrie left a big tip and she and Jennifer split the bill.
Jennifer seemed to be afloat in the air. "It's so beautiful out. Look, can you see all the rainbow halos from the moisture under the street lamps? This was a good conversation for me, it helped."
They flagged a cab. It splashed Dorrie when it came to a stop. She decided to walk home anyway since she and Jennifer were traveling in opposite directions. The sleet blew into her face. Strange, the slicing moisture felt good. She took off her blurring glasses. Now she could barely see. What would she say to Stan the next time she called Jennifer if he picked up the phone? Crazy to worry about it, but she didn't want to get caught in the middle. Stan could distort her noncommittal responses, interpret them for or against.
A glum disappointment clung, despite the wind. But she wasn't disappointed in Bryant. She laughed out loud, open-mouthed, at the fact that he, a good dentist all right with a soupçon of charm but a bit of a fool, was the only person tonight who hadn't let her down. The wind blew against her teeth. She pictured Bryant in the room in which their narrow controlled relationship took place. She couldn't picture him outside it, she realized, not even with Jennifer.
She chose a new route home, a route down side streets, dark brick-canyoned ones where she passed an obsolete-looking diner and a rug warehouse with a gleaming showcase that she'd never seen before. Then she saw strangers laughing, slinging their arms around each other, clumping out of a movie complex. Where was she now? Everything looked odd and looming without her glasses. But being lost didn't feel unnatural or scary, or like she was in the wrong place. For all she knew, the way life changed anyway without warning despite her best efforts--skin, teeth, marriage, friends--this place she didn't recognize might be her home now even though she couldn't read the street signs.
The back room was full of clothes, jam-packed into closets and chests, and dust. Too many clothes, too many sizes, from 7 to 11. Nina's past and future expectations, in styles long and short. A raucous display, a cacaphony of colors and costumes and possibilities. She hated to give up the possibilities, despite her new husband's urging, even though she wanted to please him.
She said, appealing, "You never know what a person might want or need. Styles come back. They do, you know."
"Yeah, every twenty years," he said, grinning, leaning into the door frame, tall and unimpressed, a good-looking dark haired man who liked fresh starts. "Maybe once in a generation."
She stalled for time with a question. "Is a generation really that long?"
"Come on, Nina. Breaking old habits would be good for both of us. What do you have to hang on to everything for? Let's take a practical step here. How about if we throw only things you haven't used in a year into the garbage, all right?"
"Into the garbage? Oh, hey! Wait a minute! Wait, wait...."
But his arm had already stretched out towards the sliding closet and she had to grab it down by the fingers.
She couldn't know the future, so how could he? What if a thing they discarded together turned out to be just the thing she ought to keep?
*
Old habits. Family memories. The question was should she change for him or should she not?
"Will it last?" her mother had asked her six weeks ago, long-distance, when she found out that this would be Dennis's fourth marriage, habitually worrying about Nina's actions because Nina was the baby of the family, even though Nina too had been married more than once.
"What a question," Nina laughed, coiling black telephone wire around her thumb. "Dennis and I certainly need to have trust and faith in each other that it will."
After the no-frills wedding, driving out of the city overnight to visit her parents--an old-fashioned suburb in Vermont, wide streets overhung with maple trees, big houses straight-laced with fences, a yard busy with a barking dog--Nina hugged her new husband's arm, happy that her past and future would finally meet.
*
Her mother, still beautiful for her age, white curls floating on top of brown curls, was nervous at meeting the new husband, who reached out formally in greeting and shook her hand. She rushed around the living room plumping pillows behind their backs, balancing coffee cups, and weaving in and out of columns of cardboard boxes that formed labyrinthine paths, boxes that have always been there, Nina explained later, only not so many.
"Are you planning to move somewhere?" Dennis had asked her father.
"No, why, no," her father had said, surprised. Her parents were savers. She had forgotten to mention this to Dennis.
Downstairs the cardboard boxes lined the walls, obscuring family portraits. Upstairs, the boxes neatly labeled-Garden Club projects, School Reports, Birthdays, juicers and Cuisinarts and gadgets bought in duplicate in case of weddings-had taken over since the last children moved away. They remolded space, creating trails that narrowed, that diminished height and thickened unexpectedly, clogging and hardening the house.
There was furniture too, tables resting on top of other tables, bentwood legs overlapping wicker stubs, chairs cradling other smaller chairs. They bricked and bric-a-bracked the room solid until . . . Surprise! "What?" . . . Some rooms are no rooms at all!
"Do you think there's any room for us to sleep?" her new husband had asked over dinner, an excessive disarray of food.
"Don't be silly!" she calmed.
But the bedroom her parents offered was mercifully free of boxes. And the bed was very aristocratic, a Princess-and-the-Pea-type bed, Nina thought, although a little high and close to the ceiling, three mattresses resting on top of a box spring. ("We just cleaned out the twins' room for storage. You can't throw perfectly good Posturepedics away!")
"But I can't sleep up there with that thing on the bed," Bill said while he was undressing, hanging up his shirt. He pointed to a tall wooden frame, an antique map of the world with rusty waterstains, standing upright on the bed, resting against the wall.
"We'll pull the bed out and slide it to the floor," Nina suggested.
But the frame slipped from her hand and fell into the dark crevice. Not just a crash. A long, tinkling crunch.
"What's that?"
Nina knelt. Dennis's family was never poor, never hoarded against disaster, he didn't understand. She poked her head under the ruffled bedskirt. Gleaming like cracked eggshells, in thin curves, were lightbulbs, and long neon ribbons in and out of paper wrappers.
Dennis's mouth dropped. "They don't waste a space!"
The next morning, while toast was stacked on the kitchen table and her parents still slept upstairs, Dennis flipped up the butter bin, and said, "Look here!"
She squinted at five, six, no, seven, ends of butter saved next to a fresh stick.
"For cake pans, naturally," she said to him, defensive. "Look, my parents love each other. This is a happy home."
Dennis shook his head. Two different worlds. Strain forced him to revert to familiar New York vernacular.
"Shmateh butter," he cried. "Even in the refrigerator, leftover junk, junk, junk...."
*
"Why does it have to be such a big deal?" Dennis said, shrugging, holding up the plastic trash bags, but still leaning against the door. "Why can't we just go through the closets and the shelves together and throw out everything you don't use anymore?"
Nina looked skeptical. Still. Watching as he stood, thin and elegant in the lamplight with the shiny empty trash bags draped over his angled arm like a couturier or a decorator. No, like a mannekin, someone's fantasy, an idealized fill-in-the blank Rorschach test man, so straight-jawed, so poised.
"All right?"
But he was eager to spring into action. Finally she relented, thrilled that he was willing to help her, frightened and excited by the thought of his stripping that cluttered room bare, by the thought that between the two of them, perhaps, in that extra room she'd been using to stash her history, they could make a fresh start, a place that could mean anything, a precise-white-on-white room, dusty only with silver shadows, no piles, no heaps. A room so clear and sparkling that it had see-through bookshelves, glass tables, lucite chairs, a Cinderella's slipper-type room that would both reveal and transform her.
"I love you," she said.
"I love you, too."
She nodded. She trusted him.
He smiled. "Okay?" In fact, once he received her word, he whirred into action like a cleaning machine, a magic suction, a householder's dream, pulling her clothes out of the closet as if by will-all sizes, all colors. Purple and pink and rust and green, dispersing them into a rising pyramid on the floor. Fast hands, fast feet, fast eyes. Faster than she was, too fast for her to bear.
"Wait! Wait-"
Out of the drawers, off the shelves, out of the crannies, unzipping wardrobe bags, under cracks. Clothes! Books! Papers! He points. Scat! Scat!
"Wait! Wait!"
She spotted a striped knit that almost fit her, just five pounds more, no, well, maybe ten. But she loved that outfit. Wait! A turquoise blue silk, bias-cut. "I bought that for Julie's last wedding. Stop! I was the matron of honor, don't you care?" She fell on top of it. Then a khaki raincoat, three sweaters, a sequined shawl.
Wait! That jacket is half of a suit. Wait, wait . . . .
Graduate school biology notes ("You've changed careers, you're never going to use them again . . . ." , anti-nuclear power buttons ("That plant is already closed!"). She was on her hands and knees on the floor trying to recover the promises of the past, who she was, who she could have been. Snatching them back, refusing to give them up. Faster and faster, all fingers and teeth and claws. A box of travel mementoes, old beads, two books . . . .
But he was faster than she was. Spinning efficiently, back and forth, and all around. She couldn't keep up, though she was sweating now, draped in the costumes she was rescuing, layers on heavy layers, bobbing up and down like a kid at Halloween. She ducked. She sputtered. This is mine, and so is that. But there went Dennis with the first trash bag, twisting the tie, skinning her of possessions, taking away her just-in-case, winking, and patting her on the head. Out the door, down the steps, and clicking his heels down the marble hall.
Then he was back again, smiling and unencumbered. Whew! She couldn't even see what he was taking--
"Wait, Honey! Please, wait . . . . "
But he didn't wait, he just strolled into the closet, filling another dark bag, packing another load downstairs, helpful but firm.
"Good God! Where did you get all these clothes? How did you have so many to begin with? You always seem to wear just the same few things."
Her feelings were hurt. He was panting.
Afterwards, he draped his arm around her, smoothing dust swivels from her skin, leading her into the bathroom and lathering her white with his hands. Remolding. Then he took her by the wrist and drew her into their bedroom, telling her she looked lovely to him and so fresh. "This is for us."
"I adore you," Nina smiles happily.
"And don't you feel better with all this space around you now?"
*
The next morning, she was standing in the center of the suddenly large and extra room, empty and rejected-looking with its drawers and closets hanging open, when her old boyfriend Raymond, a film-maker, called her on the telephone.
"Go to the side of your living room and look out your window," Raymond said. "Man, talk about cultural divisions, this is an instant study in cultural anthropology for Natural History magazine, I only wish I had my video camera out of hock. Unbelievable, it's unbelievable, I see it as a PBS special, maybe with lots of quick-cuts, the theme of recycling, the relationship between roles, social status and ecology, right? Go on, I'll hold on, go see what I mean!"
Nina laid the phone down on the kitchen counter and went into the living room, leaning on the window ledge and looking down beneath the apartment, beneath the stripped winter branches of the trees. She saw a carnival of colors criss-crossing the cement. Her throwaways, pulled from the unlocked cul-de-sac at the building's side. Four figures were battling over them. A tall rawboned women with tufty gray hair who stacked and racketed her clothes into a wire shopping cart-a homeless woman who lived in neighborhood doorways and filled vestibules with yeasty fumes--two down-at-heels men she who were vendors regularly narrowing the sidewalks of her street by creating late-night flea markets, and a slo-mo junky. The junky squeezed between them rattling his discovery, a bottle of unused pills, plucked out of one of Nina's pockets.
"It certainly is unbelievable," Nina agreed when she came back on the telephone. Yet unbelievable wasn't exactly the word she felt. Confusing. Unsettling. Creepy. "But how did you know that those things were mine?"
Raymond laughed, a series of derisive hiccups. "I met Dennis on the street last night when he was carrying out the bags. Besides, Pal O' My Heart, we lived together for a long time. Don't you think I know you?"
Later Nina forced herself to go in and take measurements off one wall of the extra room. An extra room seemed like a piggy privilege suddenly. Every once in a while she glanced out of her living room window. More people came to pick over her things. Art types, scavengers for resale, vintage mavens, hard-core punks. She watched as they examined for rips, for style, one or two of them holding clothes up against their bodies, checking for fit or swatches-then stuffing their take into bags, like poachers. But as the day darkened, more and more of her clothes were left behind. The colors and shapes seemed less gala now, more bedraggled. This one? NO! That one? NO, NO! These costumes had a discarded life of their own. Finally she went downstairs and folded what was left and trampled into the plastic coverings. But someone must have come after her and emptied the bag again. When it snowed that night, she imagined high drifts of cold white nestled on top of the limp unprotected cloth. Yet by morning, all had been stripped away.
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