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Devil Doll




    


    For 15 years we were best friends—beyond friends; it was as if she’d handed me a guidebook to my inner self—and then, one day, in an instant, I could not tolerate her company. Catherine. She of the blonde hair that tumbled to her waist and took two days, she said, to dry underneath, and long limbs in corduroys and Weejuns. Of the thousand conversations across café tables and front car seats, and the sharing of a house, and even, for a brief and foolish, mad time, a man. The friend who taught me to make strawberry shortcake with a hard biscuit baked from scratch with fruit bought an hour before at a roadside stand and cream whisked with only half the sugar that the Joy of Cooking recipe specified. Delicious. We ate it for supper sometimes, in our little shared house in Rhode Island, sitting on the front steps in the summer heat and groaning with pleasure, then sipping beer straight from the freezer that crackled as it thawed, while the cicada racket grew louder and louder.


    Later she beckoned me to come to graduate school and then to where she lived in Seattle—married and raising a child—opening all the gates before me, making sure I found my way. She had a trait of dipping her head, and finding my eyes, and smiling—a shy look that warmed me. I saved every letter she wrote me the year she spent traveling. And, before she left, I recall weeping in the airport, feeling like a ninny, while her boyfriend, a tall, strongly built man who’d been an Alaskan fisherman and ski instructor, and who later vanished into Buddhism, courteously looked away.


    “I’ll write you all the time,” she promised.


    I nodded, wiping my face on my cuff.


    Yet one day, years after this, I abruptly could not bear Catherine’s company. There was no violent falling out. She was simply now anathema to me.


    For decades I could not explain to myself what had happened. It was as if I’d turned into a dog who must gnaw off its own paw in order to escape to freedom (although, even as I write that, I can hear how she’d scoff at the grandiosity of the image). I did not return her calls; I erased her voice from my answering machine. At the thought of her a seeping shame spread through me for the childish and cruel way I’d parted from her, and for my inability to explain myself, my own lack of character.


    When I began to teach writing, though, many women handed me tales of best friends they left. It wasn’t an unusual experience, apparently. My students submitted stories of dashing older cousins upon whom they ultimately (and it seemed to me defensively) cast judgment, of intimates with whom they’d exchanged years of confidences, charting new aspects of their very selves—until the surprising break. I began to wonder if there were something to this type of friendship that necessitated the separation, the recantation—as if in fact it were a kind of first, overly young marriage that had to be outgrown lest it turn into a prison, or a religion that must be foresworn and yet that bestows a first true taste of sanctity.



    


    * * *



    


    I met Catherine for the first time in an airport, as it happens. We were in JFK. I was seated in one of the gray bucket seats, with a tote crammed with novels, a spiral notebook, and three peanut butter and banana sandwiches at my ankles, and with a kind of bleary wistfulness engulfing me that seemed connected with the gray drizzle over the airfield. I was leaving that morning for Spain. It would be a four-month semester abroad. I’d only ever been away from my home for at most three straining, arduous weeks. I sat within a circle of feeling, a ringing sadness either for myself or for my lonely parents (my mother characteristically transmitted a woebegone, orphan mood), I couldn’t say. Before me, the gauzy air made everything the same metallic shade—sky, air, tarmac, all melded. That morning my mother had stood in the apartment doorway in her blue polyester robe; when I turned around she was still gazing, and I dropped my bag and ran back. How thin she was! A voice cut through: “I don’t want any breakfast. I’m not hungry.” I glanced up.


    There stood a tall, sleekly groomed woman, with her hair pulled back in a Parisian bun. A bold green scarf—I later learned it was Hermès—was knotted around the collar of her well-tailored camel hair coat. She was addressing her parents. No breakfast? I thought. What restraint! At the age of 19 I was always hungry, and the idea of eating at an airport restaurant—I’d never been in an airport before—actually seemed exotic to me. Catherine continued:


    “Besides, the food at airports is always overpriced, and lousy.”


    I peered more closely at this woman standing with her parents and her slouching, slightly younger brother, a bored boy in a peacoat and bedraggled hair. There was also another man on the scene, but he had such a diminished physical presence I scarcely took him in. Catherine wore faint, tastefully applied lipstick and mascara—an unusual choice, for it was a time when cosmetics seemed “bourgeois” and an indication of an internalized oppression. Her thick brows gave a declarative intensity to her face. She had blue eyes of a bracing hue, with her lids held so widely apart that she always seemed to be staring or vociferating. At her heels was a bulging orange nylon knapsack, at odds with her posh ensemble. Cool. She’d do things her way.


    I discovered later that she’d dressed as she had that day, at the airport, to look unassailable. Her father especially had a way of punishing mistakes with a corrosive withdrawal. They’d all driven down from their three-story blue house in Greenwich, Connecticut, to see Catherine off. In those days relatives could come to the very gate.


    “No, that’s OK. I’m good,” she said when her mother, apparently surprisingly, produced a sandwich from a plastic satchel. “No, really, Ma,” Catherine said with a laugh. She flung her fingertips aloft in a “hands up!” gesture. “I’m set.”


    The rest of her party departed for the snack shop, and I returned to the book in my lap—Colette. I was reading Chéri. They were lolling in Lea’s big bed. I’d read the book before, I’d read it many times before, and savored its sensuality although I couldn’t say what the scenes or the book itself meant. Léa wanted to know about Chéri’s fiancée. “Why must we talk about her?” groaned Chéri.


    “Bonnie, yes?” said a voice.


    It was the person I’d been admiring. “I remember you from the orientation meeting last spring,” she continued, referring to the organizational meeting for this semester abroad. “You were sitting on the floor”—but it was common to sit on the floor, in those days—“and asked a question about exactly what classes we’d be taking. I was glad. I was too shy to say anything.”


    I was surprised she recalled me. I assumed I appeared quite inconsequential, shambling, something of a nonentity. But I smiled up at her. “Will you be rooming with someone else, or are you on your own?”


    “My own,” she answered. “Well, with a señora, of course. I’ve been up since 4:00 a.m. today. Gosh, I’m bone tired. You?”


    “Six”—which had seemed early enough. The idea of waking at 4:00 and staying awake possessed an exotic allure. “I’m rooming with Joan Federman.”


    Catherine lifted her eyebrows, either because she didn’t know Federman or because Federman inspired incredulity. “You’ll have company!”


    I nodded. That had been the idea.


    “I’m glad not to have to share my bedroom this term,” she said. “I get up early to write.”


    “Oh. What?” A kind of craving filled me.


    She shrugged, with an embarrassed smile: “Poetry. I need to write before it’s light out. I just got used to it from a time I lived with a guy, and now there’s no helping me. It’s the only time I can really think.” She tapped her head as if it were a dense, dopey noggin.


    “You’re not sleepy that early?”


    “Nah. I make a coffee the night before and drink it cold.” She laughed.


    I nodded, struck by the glamour of that private time.


    “And it’s nice, in the country especially,” she said, “to see dawn come up, the fog burn off over the river.”


    I nodded again. I’d only ever lived in the country during two months at a bungalow colony in New Jersey, and then for those three weeks away at Girl Scout camp. Both times the woods’ throbbing and creaking seemed full of menace.


    “Well, have a good flight,” said Catherine, whose family, snacks in hand, were already ambling back.


    A trace of perfume lingered, and I tried to identify its elusive notes. It wasn’t toilet water or cologne—the thin, flat discount-shop scents I was used to—but a round opulent aroma that contained ineffable layers and which, I later discovered, only a base of actual musk allows.


    I returned to my French novel. But my ears, pricked up, tracked my new acquaintance’s high, laughing voice, which refused to meld into the background clamor.
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