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Miss West . . . you are the greatest female impersonator of all time.


—George Davis


It’s just lousy enough to be funny.


—Variety reviewer of Mae West’s


The Constant Sinner




My Weddings





I’m single because I was born that way.


—Mae West




My first wedding was Aunt Marcia’s second. I wore a straw hat with a baby blue ribbon. The church was like an old schoolroom. Before the “I do,” before the kiss, I fainted away in the pew. My mother carried me out the back door, rolling her eyes.


Queasy, I sat on the cement steps. “You’d better not do that at your wedding,” my mother told me, and spat on a handkerchief to wash my face. I started to cry, because I was confused, and because I had lost my hat. My mother touched my tears with the corner of the handkerchief. “There,” she said, “that’s a little more appropriate.” When I got home, before I even unbuckled my patent leather shoes, I opened the big blue dictionary and looked up “appropriate.”


MY FRIEND Pamela liked to play Bride. She was usually the bride, since we played at her house. I was usually the minister.


We had wrapped her head in a bedsheet with lace doilies stapled to it. Her bouquet was green and red tissue paper. She wore her best dress-up clothes—orange beads, and a pink evening gown that trailed behind her. The only trouble was, she kept stepping on it in front. “This stupid thing,” she said as she walked down the hallway, while I sang, “Here comes the bride,” in my loudest, most celebratory voice.


“Hey,” I said as she approached the cardboard box altar. “Your dress isn’t white.”


“So?”


I tried a different approach. “When can I be the bride?”


“After I’m the bride,” Pamela said, adjusting her veil.


I knew that this offer meant nothing. A second bride was no kind of bride.


“Do you take this man to be your awfully wedded husband?” I said in a bored voice.


“I do.” Pamela was demure, holding her bouquet lightly in her fingers.


“Kiss the bride.”


Pamela kissed the air passionately.


After the kiss, I stood at the altar. Pamela looked at me. The bouquet dangled from her hand.


I suddenly remembered. “Oh—throw the bouquet.”


She threw it, and I ran from the altar to pick it up. It withered in my clutch. Pamela’s ankle suddenly lopped sideways, and her foot fell out of the large shoe.


“What happens next?” I asked.


SAM VISITED me in September, and I drove him to Rocky Mountain National Park. Sam wanted pictures of elk, bighorn sheep; he wanted a mountain lion. I pulled the car over for every herd of animals. Sam jumped out with his point-and-shoot every time. He paused. The elk stared right at him. The bighorn sheep tossed its big head in Sam’s face. One after another, the animals stood perfectly still and then finally leaped away, disgusted, as Sam lowered his camera. “Missed it.”


We walked down the street in Estes Park with fresh-bought ice cream cones. “My wife,” Sam said, “will be intelligent, educated, and ambitious—yet,” with a finger raised, “will want to have approximately five to seven children.”


“Bullshit, Sam,” I said, hitting his hand as if it were a tennis ball. A penny fell from the change in his grip. He bent to pick it up.


“Does it work the same when it’s your penny? Do you get good luck when you pick it up?” I asked.


“No, but I’ll drop it again if you like. You can pick it up and get lucky.” He dropped the penny. It made a cheap sound on the pavement.


I bent down to pick it up. It was shiny and new. When I straightened up, Sam held out his hand. I put my hand there, and he pulled his away. Then he held it out again. I dropped the penny in the center of his palm. He put it in his pocket.


Two months later he called and said, “I’m getting married. I’m in love. We took a compatibility test and scored way high.”


She had the whole wedding planned in advance. Before she even met him. In a laminated pink notebook, with sketches and prices. All the songs, all the special readings by Kahlil Gibran. All she had to add were the initials on the napkins, the name on the cake.


So easy, so few decisions for him to make. He lucked out on a girl like that, I told him.


MY MOTHER called me at my soon-to-be-old apartment the day that Johnny and I were moving in together across town. “The phone’ll be disconnected at any minute,” I told her, kicking a wad of crumpled-up newspaper against the cabinet door. It bounced back to my toe, and I did it again.


“Don’t do it, don’t do it.” She was crying. “Don’t do it.”


“We already signed the lease. There’s a big orange moving truck outside. Johnny sprained his groin trying to lift the couch with the Hide-A-Bed.”


“But what will he think of you? What will he think of me?”


“Mom, he doesn’t even know you.”


“Put him on the phone.”


I argued, but she was silent until I handed the phone to Johnny, who was sweating, holding an empty canary cage.


“Yes, I understand. Yes . . . No . . . No . . . Yes.”


He handed the phone back, and I asked my mother, “Okay, what did you say?”


“None of your beeswax.”


After we hung up, I asked Johnny what she had said. He said, “I couldn’t begin to tell you.” But he put his sweaty arm around my shoulder, and told me that he would pack the rest of the truck himself. That I should sit alone for a while and contemplate. That if I had any doubts, to tell him today. Because after today, it was all over.


ALCOHOL WAS served, champagne wreathed with cool white cloth napkins, although this bride was a Seventh-Day Adventist. We knew her through Johnny’s job. The day was cold and misty, but heat blowers had been installed in the tents. As I walked too close past one of them, it melted my stockings in one hot blow. I looked down at the strings of mesh, fused together in thin snakes. Johnny laughed and offered me his pants.


A young couple stood at the cake table, drinking nonalcoholic champagne. The woman, who had glasses and a frumpy haircut, smiled a lot. She wore a long angora sweater dress with a matching cardigan draped over her shoulders. Hey, I thought, you’re my age. You can’t do that.


She said, “I don’t know. This champagne doesn’t taste nonalcoholic. It’s just a little too convincing.”


“I don’t care,” her husband said. “It is what it says it is.”


I concentrated on standing upright on the wet earth. But my spike heels sank into the mud, and my shoes kept getting stuck.


“Our wedding had no champagne,” the wife said. “So you couldn’t get them mixed up, nonalcoholic and alcoholic champagne. There just wasn’t any. Just coffee, tea, like that.”


“Are you an alcoholic?” I asked.


“Certainly not,” she said.


I was thinking about the word “certainly” and how I rarely heard it in conversation anymore. Then I realized that they probably couldn’t drink because of their religion. I slapped my forehead with my palm, while my heels dove into the ground again.


“Mosquito?” the husband asked politely.


She was a marketing manager, and he was an accountant. They worked for the same company and had been married since they were both nineteen.


“And you?” they asked.


“Oh, not much. Part-time sometimes, temporary other times.”


“Who are you here with?”


I pointed to Johnny with the bottom of my champagne glass. At that moment he was showing a woman how he could click his heels together in the air. The woman laughed and applauded. Some mud splattered on her shin from the heels of his shoes.


I said, “Johnny there. I live with him.”


“Ah,” the husband said. “You’re married to Johnny.”


“No. I live with him.”


They nodded. The wife said, “Well, then,” and brushed her husband’s shoulder. Her long nails made scraping noises on the tightly woven cloth. They moved together toward a couple under a dripping tree. “Oh, Seth, Marie,” the wife said.


I stood alone again, holding my glass in my hand. After all, I was what I said I was.


JOHNNY AND I were underdressed for Sam’s wedding. Johnny wore a big white shirt and no tie, and I wore a kimono. Nobody talked to us, but a big band was playing, so we drank a lot of wine and headed toward the floor. First we tried a polka, then a jitterbug, then a tango. Johnny pushed me into a bridesmaid’s bare back, and I stepped backward, detaching her foot from its satin pump. “I’m sorry,” I told her, then whispered to Johnny, “Why can’t you lead worth a damn?”


I walked outside. Standing in front of me was a statue of Hiawatha with Minnehaha in his arms. Her dress hung in strips, and his biceps barely bulged under her weight.


I heard Johnny walk up behind me. “See that?” I pointed to the statue. “Is that how it’s supposed to be?” I turned around, but it wasn’t Johnny, it was Sam, the groom.


“Yeah,” he said, “but you take what you can get.” We looked through the window at the wedding guests, and at Johnny dancing with the bride. They were beautiful together, the whites blurring together, the bride ringing on his arm like a giant bell. They could have been any two people that you had seen once and forgotten.


“BUT IT wouldn’t feel like a wedding if we drove to Vegas and got married by an Elvis impersonator,” I said, holding a spatula. “We could act like it didn’t mean anything.” In the pan, the eggs chugged like a motor.


“Do you really want to get married in Las Vegas?” Johnny asked, next to the stove.


“No,” I said, confused. “No, I don’t really want to get married.”


“Good. Me neither. After Sally, I promised myself never again.”


“What if you think about wanting to marry me and I think about wanting to marry you? And we’ll both know that we won’t do it—that we’ll promise not to do it.”


“But I don’t want to.”


“Even with me?”


“What are you talking about? You hate all this. What is it that you want? The wedding part?”


“No. I couldn’t stand to be around my family for a whole day.”


“Do you want to be married?”


“No. Everyone would expect me to take your last name. Get fat.”


“Everyone who?”


“Just everyone.”


I had meanwhile flipped the eggs for the second time, so the yolks were faceup and coated with a doughy white film. Johnny turned the burner knob to OFF.


I looked around the yellow kitchen, with the yellow linoleum peeling at the edges.


“I hate yellow,” I said.


“Well, that’s what you get when you rent,” Johnny said. “Listen, honey. I love you. I don’t know what you’re asking me for.”


“I want to be that important.”


“To whom?”


I started crying, sliding the eggs from the pan and onto a plate. They had sat too long in the hot pan and were now rigid, even the yolks.


“I want you to want me like that. I want you to love me that much. As much as you loved Sally.”


Johnny ran his fingers through his short hair and looked at me blearily. “It wasn’t about love with Sally. It was about marriage. It was never about love.”


“I still want you to love me that much.”


He looked at the plate and then at my face. His voice was scorched and halting. “Do you love me that much?” he asked.


I INTRODUCED Nancy and Gary at an informal wedding reception. Nancy was Johnny’s coworker, one of those embarrassing guests who laugh too loudly at everything everyone says. Gary had wispy hair and permanently flared nostrils. He had once followed me home telling me about his pet lizards.


They talked at the buffet table for two hours, after the reception had moved outdoors, after the keg burped its last. Nancy flushed red. Her voice became even louder, her shoulders even wider. She’s in love, I thought, and turning into a man.


Nancy finally left after saying good-bye for thirty minutes. Gary stayed, holding an empty plastic cup. “Go after her,” I whispered. He hesitated until he saw her brake lights ignite in the parking lot. Then he ran toward her, waving with both arms.


Gary called me the next day. I had been up all night and wore a purple crescent under each of my eyes. Johnny was still in the bathroom, crying. “I was thinking of asking Nancy to coffee,” Gary said.


No, not coffee. A date. Say the word “date.” “Say ‘date,’” I said. “Bring flowers. Kiss her good night, with tongue.”


He repeated everything. Date. Flowers. Tongue.


In the next room, Johnny had emerged from the bathroom and was dividing our books into stacks. He got The Great Gatsby. I got Anna Karenina. Romeo and Juliet we gave away, since in that one, both of them died.


GARY TOLD me about his engagement over a hot cup of coffee. The windows were steaming in the coffee shop, and I drew little animals in the frost on the windowpane while he talked.


When Gary proposed to Nancy, it was raining, but he had planned a picnic, so they spread a blanket and sat on a curb. The chicken had gotten soggy, but the potato salad could be saved. He handed her a small white box. Nancy started crying. When she saw that the box contained a pendant, not a ring, she cried harder.


That night they called their parents. His hooted so loudly that Nancy could hear their voices through the receiver from across the room. Her parents were quiet. They said, “Oh.”


When she got off the phone, Gary asked, “How did they feel?”


Nancy said, “They said, ‘Oh.’”


Gary slept all night, but Nancy walked back and forth in the moonlight. When the sun came up, he said, she was still waiting by the window. He woke up. She looked at him with her red-rimmed eyes and said, “Okay, I’m ready for it.”


“Ready for it?” I asked, suddenly looking away from the window.


“Yeah, I guess she meant that she was okay with the idea,” Gary said.


“Is that what she meant?”


“I didn’t ask,” he said. “Who knows what anyone thinks anyway?”


I PLAYED piano at a Presbyterian wedding, for a friend of a friend. The piano was good, the flowers were fragrant, the dress was misty white. The stained glass was blue.


They looked at each other and cried through the service. They choked on their vows. They said, “Yes, I will.” I cried too as they clutched each other and kissed and kissed and kissed.


AT NANCY and Gary’s wedding reception, Johnny and I did the wave-salute at each other from our respective tables. He had brought a date; she was blond, drunk, and kissing him. I had no date, but my stomach was the flattest it had ever been.


Johnny asked me to dance. I pulled close to him and smiled at his date.


“I think she’s the one,” he said.


“The one what?” I asked.


“You know,” he said. But I didn’t—not really.


I left him alone in the middle of the dance floor and asked someone else to dance. He said no, so I asked someone else. He also said no, looking at his curly-haired date.


Gary, the groom, waited for me at my abandoned table. “Do you want to dance?”


“No,” I said, “I want nothing.”


“Look at her,” he said, and pointed to his bride. So I did. Her dress was enormous—she was packed in like a lace sausage. She thumped someone on the back so hard that his hors d’oeuvre flew out of his hand and dropped to the floor.


“I love her,” Gary said, “I love her completely. My love for her is complete.”


And it was. Complete. And I wasn’t. Completely. Relief and fear tangled together, like the hands of women clutching in the air for a falling bouquet of something.




No Universe





“Can you handle it?”


“Yeah, and I can kick it around, too.”


—Mae West




When I heard the news I said, “How can I be infertile when I’m the only member of my family that’s ever gone to therapy?”


The doctor pulled off her gloves and said, “Just probably infertile. You never know, miracles happen. Are you married?” I shook my head. She said, “Then what does it matter?” She left the room, closing the door behind her. I slowly pulled my feet out of the stirrups.


The rest of the day, I felt different. When I drove back to the office I thought, Look at the infertile woman in the car, driving a stick shift. At the supermarket salad bar I thought, Infertile woman selects a tomato.


But then I realized, maybe this is the answer. I’ve always felt secretly disgusted with new mothers. I hate how they say, “I just want to spend all my time at home with my baby.” Yeah, and I just want to spend all my time in the Oval Office with Ben and Jerry, but we can’t all manage that, can we?


Then there’s the way they talk incessantly about their bodies, and what baby eats for breakfast. And that maternity leave, extending indefinitely until they don’t know how to run all the latest computer programs anymore.


But that’s just rich women, mothers with the luxuries of both money and partner. The rest of them take correspondence courses to finish their mail-order MBAs, when all they ever wanted to do was paint pictures. Or tap dance. Anything but what they’re doing now: searching for affordable day care and thinking of creative ways to make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Suffering for the sake of the future, which is the ultimate form of procrastination. No way, baby. So to speak. Not me, anyway.


MY FRIEND Mona called me at work. “I forget. Does the rabbit die or not? When you’re pregnant?”


“Dies. ‘The rabbit died.’ Yeah, that sounds right.”


Silence on her end while I kept typing. Then, dryly through the receiver, “So what do I have to do? Knit a booty?”


I froze, arms suspended above the keyboard in a Frankenstein pose. “Holy shit.”


“Yeah. Shit. Shit.”


I turned and my chair squeaked. Mona said, “It’s David’s. Don’t congratulate me. I’m going to 86 it. Will you come? Be the, uh, daddy?”


“Of course. David won’t go?”


“David doesn’t know. Hey, that rhymes.” I didn’t say anything. She said, “Oh come on, Stephanie.”


“You should tell him.”


“Not David. He tells Hillary jokes. David eats bacon for breakfast every day.”


“So, he’s a little conservative. What do you expect? We live in Colorado Springs.”


“He’d make me marry him and have the kid, and then he’d name it after himself.”


“Nobody can make you get married, Mona.”


“Please.” Her voice was thin and far away.


“OK,” I said. “We’ll do it and then you’ll sleep over.”


“Like a slumber party. Sort of.”


“How are you feeling?”


“All right. Either I’m shallow, more liberal than I thought, or it hasn’t quite hit me yet.”


“Hey, what if you had the baby and gave it to me?” I actually said this casually. Then I immediately thought about my studio apartment, my big plans to teach English in the Democratic Republic of Congo, how I haven’t been able to afford a dentist visit in almost three years.


Mona snorted.


“It’s feasible,” I said.


“Stephanie. It’s mine.”


“Yeah.”


“No creative solutions. I’m getting an abortion.”


“I’ll help you.”


“Thank you. Just get me through the door.”


“It’s a simple procedure.”


“Easy for you to say.”


Then I heard through the phone, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. But be glad you don’t ever have to go through this. Really.” Even so, there was something smug in her voice. Or maybe it was tears or food or something like that.


I WALKED Mona across the picket line of men and women shouting in the rain. “Murderers,” they yelled. Mona gave them the finger. I did the same. We shared an umbrella above our frizzing hair. All the picketers wore shiny slickers, their bangs plastered to their foreheads.


A wet man in a yellow raincoat shook a jar in our faces. Mona put her hand over her mouth. I stopped and asked him, “If you have so much respect for human life, how can you put it in an old pickle jar?” He silently shook the jar again like a maraca, the fetus rattling inside.


Once we were in the office, the nurses were kind, the doctor was kind, it was over in three hours. Several women tapped their feet in the waiting room. A few men fidgeted or slept in their seats. I read an article about the complex social structure of bees, and then one on Van Gogh’s ear. I thought about taking a walk, but it was still raining. I ate three candy bars. I half expected to hear the sounds of a large vacuum cleaner.


I examined the faces of the women as they pushed open the double doors, rejoining boyfriends or rattling their own car keys. They didn’t seem happy or sad. They seemed crampy.


Then Mona was standing at the counter, writing a check. She didn’t look at me when I put my hand on her back. “How was it?”


She was concentrating on signing her name. She picked up a big pink receipt with procedures checked off in carbon ink and dropped it into her purse. Then she turned to me and sighed.


“Too easy. It made me uneasy.”


She looked fine. Pink cheeks, hair a little mussed in the back. I patted it down. She said, “Make a plan for me. I’m whipped.” We headed out. As we passed the picketers, Mona waved slowly like the Queen of England, from the wrist.


I’ve never made the mistake of thinking that everything I do is good. I’ve chosen badly on purpose, badly by accident. I once made fun of a man who was stumbling across the street, too drunk for walking, nearly too drunk to stand. Then I realized too late that he was in fact disabled or suffering from some incapacitating disease. The smile still trembling on my face like an aftershock. I’ve been terribly sorry for things unnoticed, for things stopped just in time or nearly too late. For all those choices better off aborted or barren.


How does this fit in? It doesn’t, does it?


BABIES WERE suddenly everywhere I went. In the fluorescent light of a midnight search in the grocery store for melatonin, they looked like shrieking Claymation characters, legs banging maniacally against the side of the grocery cart. Or sometimes they looked like those plastic dolls with a string coming out of their backs. There was one lying prostrate at the Koala Bear Kare station in the airport bathroom, laughing every time a toilet flushed. Babies at a distance. Across the street, a pregnant woman pushed a stroller in front of my window every five minutes. Babies on TV, selling diapers, clothes, dog food, even automobiles. Automobiles with car seats.


Somehow it wasn’t the same thing when they were already five or six and whining about the long line at the bank, or asking for some ridiculous doll that shaves its own legs. But as babies—heads wobbling on their latex necks, toes wrinkled from sucking, long threads of spit hanging from their soggy lower lips—I couldn’t figure out how to feel. So I polled my friends.


“What do you think about when you think about infertility?”


“Nothing,” Mark said.


“At all?”


“Well, I think a little bit about my vasectomy.”


“You had a vasectomy?” He simultaneously looked both more and less attractive than he had a minute ago.


“After my first marriage.”


“Have you ever regretted it?”


“Yeah, when the AIDS thing became a big deal and I had to wear condoms anyway.”


“So you have no feelings about infertility itself?”


“No.”


“Why?”


“It took human civilization until Christ’s time to even come up with the number zero.”


“Point, please?”


“What is there to think about something that isn’t anything?”


When I asked Amy, she said, “I think about my ovaries. And how you’re born with them and all the eggs are already intact. And each of those eggs contains all the eggs of future generations. Like a little universe. So when I think about infertility, I think, no universe. No universe . . . But it’s all so academic anyway, I mean, who really gets to experience their full potential?”


Anthony said, “I think about the world population problem and say, hallelujah, Darwinism at work.”


Mona said, “Big deal, adopt.”


Fran said, “I think about life becoming real exotic. Like, no more working as a receptionist. I think about getting a graduate degree, maybe a cool job that lets you wear the miniskirts that nobody else gets to wear because they all get varicose veins when they’re pregnant. Oh yeah, and you can tattoo your stomach. You can live in foreign countries with no health insurance.”


Ellen said, “Husband dog sofa.”


“What?”


“Those are the three stages of commitment in a woman’s life. First she gets married. Then she adopts a dog. When she’s really settling down, she finally buys herself a sofa.”


“I have a sofa.”


“You found it next to a dumpster, Stephanie.”


“What about pregnancy? As a commitment?”


“Well, that’s extra. That’s unplanned, much of the time. It’s not really relevant except in its result.”


“Which is?”


She stared at me. “The baby. You have a baby.”


WHEN I asked my shrink if I was a control freak, he finished saying “Absolutely” before I finished saying “freak.” I told him that I once worked with a woman who carried a remote control in her purse. Whenever she got worried or angry, she took it out and stroked it like a gerbil. My shrink said that if I keep comparing myself to severe neurotics, I’ll think that anything is permissible.


David, Mona’s David, called me up at home. He asked to meet me. I agreed, mostly because I was bored. Adventure, scandal, I told myself. Free drinks. We met in a country-western bar called the Elvis Pelvis.
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