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Clarity

I ’M FALLING TOWARDS TRAIN TRACKS. SUBWAY TRACKS. THE F to be exact. It’s about 9:20 pm. I’m falling towards the tracks because I’ve been massively sideswiped by a homeless man and his Samsonite luggage. It’s a nice, sturdy suit-case—at least half the size of the homeless man himself. And sure, it’s dingy, a bit blemished—especially near the bottom. But you really feel it when someone smacks it right into you.

As I fall, I notice that this is the second life-threatening transportation-related incident I’ve had in the last two weeks. And I wonder if it’s coincidence or if I’m just not getting along with the New York byways. Perhaps the city’s transit life-web is trying to tell me something—like—get out of New York already, Bozo.

The earlier accident had happened two weeks ago—the morning after I’d broken up with Daniela. As I was stumbling, depressed, across the street that morning I was run over by a bike messenger. The rider yelled at me: I rang my bell, motherf–! and sped off. Disoriented, I fell backwards, gashing my head on the metal crosswalk sign.

And as I lay on the ground bleeding, I realized that my problem was that I had hesitated. Not just with the bike, but with my entire life up to that point. My life, I realized, had been one long series of perpetual hesitations. Constant unwillingness to act whenever the time was right. I thought too much. Put my life on hold. Hesitated.

And realizing this, the moment became a moment of utter clarity. I needed, I realized, to make big changes in my life. Big big changes. And I knew—clearly—that the person I needed to make those changes with was Julie.

[image: images]

“Matt!”

“Julie!”

I had run into Julie the week before at the Greenmarket on 59th Street. Daniela was with me and, as always, was chipper, polite, and grating. Julie was with George, a doctor specializing in hair transplants, who had a real working microbrewery right there in his Manhattan apartment. Just a hobby. They looked oddly normal together—not yet in the love-hate-perpetual-fighting phase that Julie and I had once so greatly enjoyed.

And I smiled, made chit-chat, tried to be pleasant. I can’t imagine I looked happy.

“George, this is Matt,” said Julie.

“Matt-Matt?” asked George.

“Matt-Matt,” said Julie.

“Some people triple it,” I said. “Matt-Matt-Matt. Makes it easier to remember.”

Julie smiled. George did a slow burn. Daniela stared at nearby melons.

Honestly, if not for the bike incident, I probably would’ve never seen Julie again. But now, with clarity, I decided to take action and call her. She agreed to meet me.
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“Oh my God! What happened?!” said Julie, staring at the giant bandage on my forehead.

“You should sue!” she said. “Aren’t there bike laws?”

“Yes,” I said. “He didn’t follow them.”

We were at a little coffeehouse in Soho. We didn’t talk about George or Daniela, the past or the future, or how we had left each other on extremely bitter terms. We kept things light. I didn’t have much of a plan. We just talked, existed.

And it was nice.
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Shopping at ABC Carpets with Kay, my life-long best friend:

“You can’t seriously be thinking what you’re thinking?” said Kay.

“What?”

“Getting back together with Julie.”

“No—no—not at all—”

She stared at me, incredulously.

“You remember that awful girl you went out with Junior year?” said Kay.

“Amber? No—Terry—?”

“You were so angry with me! With me!”

“I know.”

“You told me to never let you do that again! Never! You made me promise!”

“I know.”

“We agreed to look out for each other!”

“I know—I know we did.”

“Nine months! You were miserable, Matt! And you blamed me! Because I didn’t talk you out of it!”

“I appreciate what you’re saying,” I said. “I shouldn’t have blamed you. But this isn’t like that.”

“You wanted me to warn you. So here’s your warning: this is a bad idea. A terrible, really bad idea. I know you and I know her. I even like her. I do. I think she has great, respectable qualities. But not for you.”

We pass by beautiful red velour pillows. Soft and warm. They remind me of Julie.

“Maybe she’d like these,” I say, picking them up, squeezing them.

Kay takes them from me, puts them back.

“When you and Julie were together you fought constantly. I’ve never seen a couple fight like you two fought. You were incredibly nasty to each other.”

“I know.”

“And one day you just walked out. Goodbye. Over.”

“I know.”

“And then what? Didn’t her cat die?”

“Yes.”

“And what did you say?”

“Kay—”

“What did you say?”

“I said—I’m sorry I just can’t be there for you right now.”

“Her fucking cat died!!!”

“Kay—”

“I mean—holy shit, Matt!”

“I know. I know! I was a big, miserable jerk! It was not a happy ending. Still—”

“It won’t work.”

“It might.”

“It won’t.”

“It could. In a universe of infinite possibilities—hypothetically—it could work.”

“It won’t.”

“I know this is hard to believe, Kay. But really, believe me. I know what I’m doing.”

[image: images]

Says the man with a gash in his head falling towards the subway tracks.

As I fall, the irony of being sent to my death by a destitute man’s suitcase doesn’t escape me. But really, the bag seemed somehow inappropriate for him. It’s cumbersome—can’t be easy to lug up and down stairwells or get through turnstiles. Maybe it’s more of a status thing. Maybe Samsonite elevates him to world traveler?
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Two days after we met for coffee, I coaxed Julie into meeting me for a drink. Cautiously, I dangled the idea of us getting back together.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?!” said Julie.

So, Kay had pretty much nailed it.

“It’s a shitty idea,” said Julie. “An incredibly shitty idea. What were you thinking?”

“Well, actually—”

“I would never ever ever get back together with you, Matt. It’s not just a bad idea—it’s—it’s upsetting.”

“Then why did you meet me? Did you not think I wasn’t thinking this?”

“I—I don’t know what you were not thinking. I had no idea. I thought it was just a friendly, seasonal thing.”

“Julie, you can’t be happy with that guy. He takes undead hair scraps from people’s armpits and buries them in their scalps! He makes beer in his living room! Is that what you want?”

“This has nothing to do with George.”

And just like that it was old times all over again—arguing loudly in public places.

“Julie, when I was hit by that bike I had a moment of utter clarity—”

“I don’t care about your clarity.”

“—that we should be together! It was an epiphany.”

“Your epiphany was wrong.”

“It can’t be wrong. It can’t be right or wrong. It’s an epiphany! It just is what it is. I’m not going to defend my epiphany!”

“Yours! Your epiphany! I had nothing!”

“Julie—”

“Where was your epiphany when my cat died?!”

“Julie—if I could go back—if I had a do-over—”

“A do-over!?”

“Look,” I said. “I—I—it just—my point is—it just—it felt right. That’s all. It made sense. It made sense to me. That’s all I can say.”

And she stared at me, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Why are you doing this to me?” she said. “You know how long it took to get over you?”

“I –”

“I don’t trust you, Matt. And I will never trust you again.”
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I wanted to let it go. And I knew I ought to. But of course, I couldn’t. I had conviction. She was upset, emotional. And I knew she didn’t mean any of the things she was saying. I knew that after she had a chance to calm down and think about it, she’d know what she really wanted.

Or maybe it really wasn’t the right thing? Maybe I didn’t know what I was talking about. Maybe we weren’t meant for each other. Of course, I knew if we got back together there would be yelling and screaming and fighting. But I didn’t care about any of that. I wanted her despite all of that—because—because—in that moment of utter clarity what I knew was that

I WAS STILL IN LOVE WITH HER.

George couldn’t make her happy. But me—in all my excruciating, miserable boorish crankiness, I would bring her joy.
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So, I called. Unabashedly. Many times. I followed them to a few places. Stalked them, essentially. Left numerous unanswered messages. Her message to me remained clear: Fuck off. Leave me alone.

And Kay underscored that idea. Move on. Get on with your life.

So today, two weeks after my bike crash—at 9:15 pm—I had new clarity: I would let her go. Abandon my stalking.

For the last time I followed them down to the F train. The subway platform was bustling, and they saw me across the crowd. George looked like he wanted to slug me, but Julie held him back.

Our eyes met, and I knew it was over.

As I turned back towards the exit, I ever so gently grazed this homeless gentleman. And you know what happened next.

Now, in an effort not to appear overdramatic, I will tell you that no train was coming. But three things happened quickly:

• Time around me slowed;

• Julie yelled out: Matt! and

• I managed to swing my arm out, grab onto the nearby metal support beam and pull myself back onto the platform.

So, I never actually fell onto the tracks. I don’t know why I didn’t. But I didn’t. The homeless man disappeared into the crowd, lugging his luggage behind him. The crowd on the platform gathered around me, concerned and generally freaked out. Was I okay? Was I hurt? Then Julie and George were there, too.

“Are you okay?” asked Julie.

“I—yeah—I’m fine—”

“I can’t believe he just hit you like that! He could’ve killed you!”

“I’m fine, really—”

“Thank God!”

“He’s okay,” said George. “C’mon—”

“Stop it, George!” she snapped.

And they exchanged a look, signaling the sure, eventual heat-death of their relationship.

“You’re okay?” she asked me again.

“I am. Really. I’m fine. Thanks.”

She smiled, and took a breath.

“Take care of yourself, Matt,” she said.

And they were gone.
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And I came back up onto the street, feeling not so bad after all.

No, I didn’t get Julie back.

But I’d gotten under her skin.

And I could live with that.

For now.





Barb

BARB WAS EXTREMELY POPULAR IN A WAY THAT I WAS extremely not.

There was something about Barb—the way she chewed her pens and threw them out before the ink exploded. And then I’d retrieve the pens and chew where she chewed, even if they did explode. And then I’d have blue teeth for weeks. And people would go, Eugh. He’s been chewing Barb’s pens again. Loser!

We had a special relationship, me and Barb.

She was always there for me. When I tripped in the hallway, she was there. When I spilled lunch on myself, she was there. When I got shoved into lockers, she was there, and usually helping to change the locks.

With Barb, the possibilities were limited.

On the Charlie’s Angels Scale she was a 14.

Sitting near Barb was like sitting near a shampoo commercial.

Sitting near Barb was like sitting near a Playboy centerfold except she was real and alive and didn’t have staples in her stomach. (That I knew of.)

Barb’s third base was in four dimensions.

Barb was chick, perfected.

Barb’s beauty was not only skin deep, but also blood, bone, muscle, nervous system, and organ deep.

With Barb, the world was not my oyster. The world was the oyster of the guys’ over at the next table and they were not about to share despite their rampant shellfish allergies.

Barb’s beauty was incalculable, unless you had a really good Texas Instruments calculator with extra log functions. (Which I had.)

Barb was out of my league. Actually, she was in my league. But she was a better hitter. While I closed my eyes and swung on every pitch.

Barb needed no cheerleading squad and could spell out “Go Team!” by herself.

Actually talking to Barb was inconceivable. The trick was to stand near her without melting.

Barb’s beauty was so blinding I had to look through a pinhole in a cardboard box to see her (as if looking at an eclipse) which could be especially awkward in the school hallway.

Barb solved for Pi.

Barb was never full of baloney, cereal, or other animal by-products.

When God made Barb, he broke the mold. But a wandering hobo found the mold, glued it back together, and went to sell it to GE. But on the way over, he got hit by a school bus.

I would’ve worshipped the ground Barb walked on, but she walked on air. So, I worshipped air.

I only wanted Barb to validate me like a parking stub at jury duty.

We would have made the perfect couple, as Barb’s grace and beauty would have offset my oafishness and malformation.

When Barb tried being a bad girl, society changed its perception of “bad” to “perfectly adorable.”

Evenings, Barb worked at the broken lighthouse, guiding ships to shore with her smile.

Barb was a classic Greek beauty without the poor credit rating.

Barb’s sweat was the universal solvent.

The sailor who gave up Brandy for the sea came back for Barb.

Barb not only conversed with woodland animals but also taught them French.

Barb didn’t know I was alive, so therefore I wasn’t.

Barb was proof that there was so much more that I could aspire to that I would never ever get.

Thinking back on Barb, I didn’t realize how good I had it, back when I had it really good.

Had I had more courage, I would have surely told Barb how often I thought of her and how much she meant to me.

And she would have replied, “You’re sitting on my coat.”





The Bridesmaid’s Dress

THE 1950S. SWEATER VESTS, BIKER JACKETS, BOUFFANT hairdos and greasy kid stuff. CYNTHIA (16) and TIP (16) her preppy boyfriend sit in a malt shop booth, holding hands and mooning over one another. Cynthia wears a large, hideous, bright, somewhat ragged bridesmaid’s dress. The THEME SONG plays.

THEME SONG

Ever since the wedding,

She won’t take it off!

Sure she spent some money,

But don’t you ever scoff!

Did she lose her luggage?

Is she just obsessed?

Is her Mom a psycho,

who burned her clothes?

’Cause she only ever wears

the Bridesmaid’s Dress!

Some SNOTTY GIRLS walk by and sneer at Cynthia.

GIRL 1: Nice dress!

CYNTHIA: Jealous!

They laugh and walk away.

TIP: Cynthia, before Dexter and Janet show up—can we discuss something?

CYNTHIA: Tip? What is it?

TIP: Gosh, the past few weeks have been so fast—we’ve hardly been apart—

CYNTHIA: It’s been special for me, too, Tip.

TIP: Cynthia—I don’t know how to say this, but I think it would be better if we took a break for a while.

CYNTHIA: (shocked) But I thought everything was going so well!

TIP: Oh sure! I just—

An ELDERLY WOMAN walks by the table, and pauses, noticing Cynthia’s dress. She lifts the hem.

WOMAN: I have these curtains.

The woman walks off. Tip grips Cynthia’s hand, getting her attention.

CYNTHIA: It’s my family!? They’re too constricting!?

TIP: No—I love your family!

CYNTHIA: It’s my hair—?!

TIP: I’m a big fan of your hair! All of it!

CYNTHIA: It’s—it’s—MY DRESS!!??!

TIP: NO! No, no! It’s not the dress! It’s—it’s me! It’s a personal thing, Cyn. I think we should just cool it down for a while.

Cynthia starts crying, loudly.

TIP: Hey, I’m just gonna go Jiffy-Lube my hair for a minute. Be right back!

Tip leaves. DEXTER, a jock, and JANET, a tough but nice chick, show up. They see Tip leaving and look confused. They sit with Cynthia.

JANET: Cyn! What’s wrong?! Where’s Tip going?

CYNTHIA: It’s over, Janet. We broke up!

JANET: But why?

CYNTHIA: I don’t know, Janet! I don’t know!

JANET: Are you pregnant again?

CYNTHIA: No! It’s not that! No one ever likes me after a couple dates! I just don’t know why!

DEXTER: Maybe I better go have a little talk with the Tipper!

Dexter exits.

JANET: Now, listen, missy! You are not letting this get you grumpy! Come with me, Saturday—we’ll go shopping.

CYNTHIA: For what?

JANET: You know—for—for—for—books!

CYNTHIA: I don’t need books.

JANET: Fine chinaware!

CYNTHIA: I don’t need chinaware.

JANET: New kinds of gum!

CYNTHIA: I don’t need—

Cynthia stares at her. Janet is caught.

CYNTHIA: WHAT’S WRONG WITH MY DRESS?! (beat) Are the sleeves coming off?!

She wrenches herself around trying to look at her back.

JANET: The sleeves are fine!

Cynthia is on the verge of bursting out crying again. FRANKIE, the coolest cat in town, comes over.

FRANKIE: Cynthia! Janet!

JANET/CYNTHIA: Frankie!!

Frankie sits, coolly.

FRANKIE: I see Tip broke up with you, Cyn! But that’s okay!

CYNTHIA: It is?

FRANKIE: You bet! Hey! How’d you like to come to my pool party, Saturday? The gang’ll be there! And I got a new tan that I’m itchin’ to try out!

CYNTHIA: (to herself) Swimming—swim suits—flesh—revealed—(to Frankie) Gee, I’d like to, Frankie—but I just can’t—

FRANKIE: No prob, slob! So then, after that, we’re all going mountain climbing! (withdrawing a large pick) I got a new pick and I’m crazy to stick it in a big ’ol hill! Come with?!

JANET: Eegah, Cyn! That sounds kooky!

CYNTHIA: (to herself) Mountain climbing—mountain gear—boots—parkas—(to Frankie) I’m sorry, Frankie—I—I can’t—I—

FRANKIE: Hey ho hey! Not a problemio! But then after—we’re all going to go strip down and dress like babies! Goo goo, gah gah gah! Hey! How’s that sound?!

Cynthia convulses a bit.

CYNTHIA: NO! NO! I CAN’T DO IT! I CAN’T DO IT! DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND?!

FRANKIE: (stunned) Wow. I mean—like—Wow! Uncool.

He gets up.

CYNTHIA: Frankie—Frankie—I’m sorry—I—

FRANKIE: (coldly) Well, you know what they say: “Always a Bridesmaid!”

Frankie leaves. Janet stares awkwardly at Cynthia.

CYNTHIA: (shocked, stunned, etc.) AAAAAAH!

JANET: Oh, Cyn! He didn’t mean it!

CYNTHIA: Oh god! Oh god! I’m just gonna lock myself in a dark, damp, hidden bunker and no one will ever—

Dexter returns with Tip. Tip’s head hangs low and he has a black eye.

DEXTER: I believe Mr. Tip has something he wants to say to Cyn, hon.

Janet and Dexter leave. Tip sits. Cynthia hurt, looks away from him.

TIP: Maybe—maybe I was jumping the gun, Cyn—?

CYNTHIA: No—you’re right, Tip. I’ve been thinking and—I guess what I really want is someone who accepts me—for me. For everything I am. And for everything I wear. And I’m just not sure you’re that guy!

TIP: Gosh. Now who am I going to take to my Aunt’s wedding, Saturday?

He starts to get up. Cynthia perks up a bit.

CYNTHIA: W-W-W-W-W-W-W-Wedding?!

TIP: It’s not a . . . big wedding.

CYNTHIA: I’m free Saturday, Tipper.

Tip sits back down, excited. He takes Cynthia’s hand. They stare into each other’s eyes again, gushing.

TIP: Aw—who says you’re inflexible, Cyn?!

CYNTHIA: I don’t know! Who?!

They laugh and turn to the audience and freeze with gleeful smiles. The THEME SONG plays.

THEME SONG (Reprise)

Won’t throw it out!

Won’t take it off!

Maybe she just likes the Bridesmaid’s Dress!





Props

Vera’s Journal

Friday, December 23, 1983

Newark Airport

9 pm

HELLO. HELLO. HELLO.

I’m at the airport. I hate the airport. But you know that.

It’s the most miserable time of the year.

My flight’s not for another hour and forty-five minutes. It’s unbelievably crowded—mostly with students flying standby, paying to get the cheap fares on People Express. The planes fly all night long and they’re dirt cheap—you actually pay cash on the plane for your ticket—which is insane. What if you’re on the plane and don’t have enough cash? Do they send you back? Do they make you stow other people’s luggage for four hours? Do they put you in the brig? Do they have a brig? These are the questions.

I can’t stand the crowds. It looks and smells like a Grateful Dead concert. College students and teenagers attending prep schools (like me), trying to get home for the holidays. A sea of flannel and jeans. Kids have backpacks and sleeping bags. Some of them have unrolled their sleeping bags and are actually sleeping in them. I’m obviously avoiding the MOH girls. Six of them, in pajamas, are actually playing the Mystery Date board game on the floor at one of the gates. It’s like a surreal summer camp inside the airport.

I decided to hole up at a gate with no outgoing flights just to get some extra space to myself. And I got bored quickly, so I unpacked my props and set them all up on the seats around me. And now it looks much more pleasant, if not a little fantastic. And why shouldn’t it? If I’m going to be stuck here for hours, I might as well entertain myself. Besides, I’m so loaded down, I kind of like unpacking it all. A couple of Mystery Date girls already called me “Mrs. Claus” because the bag I was lugging was so huge. Yes, okay, it was probably stupid to bring all this stuff home. But if I had left them at school, they would have just gotten stolen like last year. And besides, I wanted to show Beth and my family some of this stuff. Not that they’ll care. I had this great idea that some of my props might make great Christmas gifts. (Not to mention, they’ll be collector’s items after I’m rich and famous.) So, why not bring them home? I’m not 100 percent attached to all of them. I even thought I might leave a couple at the airport, so that they’d become “found art.” My only worry was that some philistine would think they were garbage and throw them away.
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