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AUTHOR’S NOTE











As Patricia Hampl once said, “Memoir writing is not best understood as a transcript of reality.” Along these lines, the story that follows here is not an objective, journalistic account of a particular time in my life. Rather, this story is an effort to recreate a singular kind of reality: my emotional reality, for which I have consulted no outside sources. Character portrayals strictly reflect my inner experiences at the time. Because of the extremely subjective nature of the book, I have changed numerous identifying details of characters in it, including names, physical characteristics, locations, and, in rare cases, even events. In one or two instances, I have created composite characters, to best streamline the narrative arc. Finally, Much to Your Chagrin, my meditation on embarrassment, practically begged to be written in the second person; apropos to the subject matter, I found it much easier to say that I did not do these things—you did.


























PART I








What is life, but a series of inspired follies? The difficulty is to find them to do. Never lose a chance: it doesn’t come every day.




—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW, PYGMALION, 1913, ACT II




























1











YOU’RE LATE—AGAIN. YOU still haven’t decided for what it is you are late, but that hardly matters. You are just late. Looking frantically around your room, you know what you should do, although that thing about follow-through has really been biting you in the ass lately.




You are getting dressed and packing bags and watering plants—all at once. The phone rings, and you ignore it. You are half naked, topless in a red prairie skirt, holding a glass of water in one hand and your toothbrush in the other. Looking at both hands, full, then over to your nosy senior citizen neighbors who seem to appreciate it when your blinds are up, especially at times like these, you smile and put the toothbrush down. It’s not the old men who stare most often. It’s the ladies with their high-waisted shorts and tight gray curls. There is all of Edison Avenue—a narrow Bronx street lined with nondescript telephone poles and empty, turned-over trash cans—between your bedroom window and their three porches, which are side by side but not connected. You always think you’re safe to be naked and they always think they’re safe to gape. You never do seem to close those blinds in time.






As you empty the glass into your indoor window box, careful not to douse the leaves of your precious and temperamental African violets, you reach blindly toward the cord and yank it until the blinds fall far enough to cover what would most likely be a view of your boobs. You do the same at the other window, and now you are safe, safe to figure out what the hell it is that you are going to do once your bags are packed and your top is on and you are settled into the front seat of your beat-up car. But the knowledge of what you should do is already fixed in the pit of your stomach.




You’ve always been adventurous, often resulting in a hesitancy to make plans with too much notice, much to the chagrin of your more organized and routine-driven friends. “Maybe” has become your favorite word. Of course, you like routine, too, just not the kind that gets in the way of your dazzling, if fanciful, world of possibility. Spring, with its budding flowers and warmer airs of optimism, is all around you, and you live in this world more often than not.




Option A is driving straight to Boston, where you will spend the weekend with Annabelle, your older sister, and be her date at the wedding of her friend, who also happens to be the ex of one of your exes. And yes, you both dated him at the same time, for a period of weeks until he stopped calling you and you started seeing them together everywhere. (Your attempts to ignore them would have been successful if she wasn’t so damn nice.) After spending five years with him, she broke it off, found a new man, one you’ve never slept with, so you consider you and her to be cool now. You will drink a lot of wine this weekend, and possibly smoke cigarettes, too, so you wonder if, in the best interests of your lungs and brain cells, Option A shouldn’t be postponed as long as possible. Option B would be a perfect, ready way to delay the debauchery that seems to be picking up new momentum now that it is May and you have fallen in love with New York again, now that it is one week from graduation and you have broken up with Ondra, your sexy, albeit long-distance Czech lover, via a transatlantic phone call and the invaluable help of a Czech-English dictionary. Yes, Option B would be perfect, if only your head were in the right place.




Option B consists of stopping by campus first, to meet with a literary agent; it’s part of a program set up by the directors of the writing program you have been attending for the last two years. The format is open, though—you could easily skip off to Boston with an apologetic phone call. Last week, as part of the same program, you met with another literary agent on campus. She was a very pretty brunette with perfect hair who was solid and striking and demure. While you are not demure (as you once overheard a former supervisor say, much to his embarrassment—yes, there was a red face—because you knew from his leaned-in kind of smile that he liked you anyway), you rather enjoy this quality in other females. “Demure” is Southern, high-necked sweaters, pearls, someone who knows when to keep her mouth shut. “Demure” is lady. You are not a lady, not exactly. But your favorite word in the Italian language is, indeed, “donna.” Sometimes you relate to this word, feeling the heft of your thighs in shorts when they stick to a vinyl seat or the greasy, bony flatness of your décolletage in V-neck sweaters. Today especially, with your curves and your flowing skirt, you are all woman.






Which is precisely why you should not choose Option B. You are not comfortable yet in this skin. You are getting there, but are still miles away from understanding what, exactly, this means, to be a woman.




 




OUTSIDE, THE SUN is shining and the sky is blue and limitless, beyond the brick houses, beyond the American flags on the porches, and yes, even beyond the slack telephone wires. The ladies are sitting on their identical suspended white benches, heads now turned toward one another. Now that you are outside, they pretend like they don’t even know you’re alive. Their profiles are so strong and stark that you feel like you’ve interrupted something precious, like they are transfixed by their own personal goings-on and aren’t at all nosy. Why would they be so intrigued by you anyway? Eddy, the downstairs neighbor, is far more interesting, you think, remembering the time he invited you to a barbeque and you almost went, until you heard a fight erupt in the backyard. His voice rang out, presumably directed at the man who was departing, “Oh, yeah? Your wife’s a crack whore, and where’s my five thousand dollars?” The next morning, you saw Eddy on the front steps and gave a mostly sincere apology for missing the party, to which he responded, Budweiser in hand, “You missed a gooooood time.” Yes, Eddy is surely more interesting than you, some small-boned, nameless blond girl with blue eyes whose bedroom light goes off around nine most nights and who, thanks to two back-to-back, ridiculous-in-their-own-ways long-distance relationships, has barely had sex for the past eighteen months, if you don’t count the self-servicing. (And you don’t.)






You make a point to look up at the ladies until they look back. Despite carrying a heavy overnight bag and unsuccessfully balancing a cup of coffee, you wave, knowing that this gesture isn’t genuine, that this full palm-raising just as easily could have been your middle finger. They nod. Eddy comes rambling down the sidewalk, gut hanging over his cut-off shorts, in his leisurely every-day-is-Sunday swagger, complete only when you notice the cigarette butt dangling out of his mouth. “Hey, doll,” he yells at you, as you walk toward him to get to your car. “When’re we gonna hang out?”




All is normal.




As familiar, though, as this landscape is, you know you can’t stay here forever, and so Option B rises from the rubble of indecision as the winner.




 




THE AGENT’S NAME is Jack. His is printed above yours, which is scrawled next to the number “1.” So you are Jack’s first appointment of the day and, even though you aren’t focused on writing or your career at the moment, a small thrill washes over you. First.




The fifteen-minute drive from your house had been glorious. Heading through the stretch of the Bronx where there are beach reeds and sun and sky on the right and sterile towers and bleak strip malls and industrial vistas on the left, you’d done what you always do: squinted your left eye and looked to the right, just far enough to enjoy the space and yet not too far to have an accident. The drive is familiar to you, since you’ve done it many days over the last two years. Sometimes you have moments on this stretch, heading home at sunset, and remembering other moments—an amorphous stress that went away with the spread of pink clouds, an excited thought of seeing your now-ex-lover that seemed to gain momentum in accordance with this highway’s curves—that were not more or less than any other ordinary moment in your life, but you’ve had enough of them, on this road, to think that they should add up to something. You shake your head at the implausibility of having memories about the present, in the present.




But that’s exactly where you are when you run into the graduate center, dressed in the flowing skirt, gold lamé flats, and a belly-exposing shirt, worried that you might be late. From the information sheet, you see that Jack’s meetings are all being held in the front room. You pause for a moment to brush the wisps of your dark blond hair out of your eyes and take a deep breath. Breaths can be long and your thoughts drift to all the fun you’ll be having later in Boston with Annabelle, the large iced tea that you will purchase before getting on the road, driving by your favorite bridal shop in town. These are all pleasing thoughts, but nothing is more pleasing than the vision of your perfect silk shift wedding dress and the surest knowledge that you will not have the occasion to wear it anytime soon. You are still relieved, very relieved, to have dodged that bullet.




“Jack?” you say, when you walk into the front room and see a man standing near the far windows. The room—with its fireplace and couches and lone computer—is otherwise empty: all the students have gone.




He smiles, big. He’s done this before, you think. You walk toward him, your hand already extended, as he says your name back. It is not posed as a question.




You continue to move closer and suddenly the panic has set in so acutely that he might as well have a fuzzy circle over his face, the kind that court TV uses to preserve witnesses’ identities. Despite having devoted the last two years of your life to writing, despite the fact that you haven’t yet figured out a plan to start repaying hefty loans, you have prepared nothing.




After a minute of awkward, standard pleasantries, he looks at you and says, “We should go outside.” Again, not posed as a question.




“Kind of warm in here,” he elaborates, loosening his tie.




You turn on your heels toward the door and try to remember what it is that you’re trying to sell to him, going over the list of five book ideas in the generic agent-letter you wrote. He has read them, plus your samples, probably recently, and you haven’t even considered what it is you might like to talk about. As you hold the outside door open for him, you take in his dress: lavender shirt, with matching tie just one shade darker, well-tailored navy suit. He’s tallish, preppy-looking, with green eyes, a full Roman nose, and mid-length dark hair that he tucks behind his ears. You surprise yourself with the thought, So not my type.




Once you’ve spilled outside to the green lawn and you’re both situated on a stone wall, energy comes from nowhere. Maybe it’s the sun or the cloudless blue sky. Maybe it’s the premise of this meeting that you haven’t done crap for. Your head is dizzy and you are buoyed by this feeling that comes up every now and again, a feeling that you are not quite in control of what might come out of your mouth next; yet this feeling, when it surfaces, always seems like the most delightful thing that’s ever happened to you. Every time. Something else takes over and you’re suddenly saying things that are probably not appropriate, like telling people at a work function about the time you were arrested for disorderly conduct or responding with the exact truth when asked what you’re talking about, even when the topic is as off-color as anal sex and you even have the audacity to term it “butt-fucking.” Yep, this is one of those times. God help you. No, on second thought, God help him.




“So,” he says, a smile poised on his charming face. “The good news is…” He’s pausing here, sitting quiet and still for dramatic effect. You look at him, eyes wide.




“…you can write.”




Any other day, this might have bothered you and your internal dialogue would have then become really loud, as in, “Uh, duh. You are meeting me as part of the writing program I’ve been enrolled in for the last two years.” But the volume of snarky-you is turned very low today and so all you say is, “Thank you,” but not in an overly grateful way.




At this, he says with a postured familiarity, his head cocking to the side, “So tell me…”




When you were a little girl you had friends, more than one, who would ask you during sleepovers, just before bedtime, “Will you tell me a story?” There was a quiet confidence then, your head not wanting to rest on the hard floor of another family’s house. And you, so happy to have been asked, so unfamiliar with taking center stage because at your own home you were too busy observing the laundry list of why the needs of everyone else in your family all seemed so much greater than yours, you would say with a cowgirl’s swagger, “Pick a topic. Any topic.” And whether it was butterflies or brothers or barbeques, you would talk, talk, talk, noticing as your friend drifted off to premature sleep—almost immediately. Yet you continued on because the story was far from over.




So when Jack, hands folded carefully in his lap, asks you about boxing—the topic on which you wrote your thesis—you talk nonstop. The stories come so easily, are so rehearsed in your head that this process, entertaining people, doesn’t require that all-obstructing presence of thought. You spew details: the all-women’s gym in Boston, with the teacher whose occasionally soft voice belied her combat boots and weathered face; the unusually sunlit gym in Prague, where no one spoke English except for one adorable young man with green eyes, and his was pidgin at best; the beloved Bronx gym, a mom-and-pop operation whose walls were varnished with years of dried sweat, where your sparring partner was a senior citizen named Willy, who always amused you with the same opening line, spoken in his faint Puerto Rican accent with a mild lisp: “You gonna kick my ass-th today?”




Jack laughs in all the right places. In the offering of more details, you wonder if your stories are really that good, or if he’s just an easy audience. The difference is meaningless to you. If there were to be a transcript for this conversation, it would reveal nothing of consequence—a laugh here, a “Really?” there. No, what matters, what really matters, is that here you are performing in your über-feminine dress, gypsy earrings dangling, talking about throwing a mean one-two punch and therefore casting yourself—because who else is going to do this for you?—as bold, lighthearted, and, yes, a study in contradictions.




On a less inspired day, you might have looked at him from your perch on the stone wall and, with slumped shoulders, squeaked, “Love me, will you?” For now, you are in love with this version of yourself, and this is enough.




Jack speaks authoritatively about the market for boxing books. He’s gently pessimistic. “Publishers tend to like them, but they don’t sell.”




“But the thesis isn’t a book.”




He purses his lips and even though his mouth is closed, you can see him running his tongue along the outside of his bottom teeth. Jack, whose agency makes a 15 percent commission on deals garnered for his clients, then responds, “Well, what is, then?”




“Well, I’ll tell you,” you add with a playful exasperation normally not revealed to strangers.




You fly through the other ideas, the ones that Jack is sure to dismiss. There’s your fascination with human rights workers, secondary traumas they encounter on the job, and how this potentially complicates the way they see themselves in the world. (Here you are able to drop in the bit about spending a month in Africa.) There’s the desire to follow the first U.S. Women’s Olympic Boxing Team on their historic journey. (Here you are able to drop in the bit about traveling to Colorado for the sole purpose of attending the USA Boxing Nationals.)




Jack nods and offers occasional feedback, for example, “That sounds…interesting.”




But he is waiting for something else, the last idea on your list, the one that was improbable just last week, the one you’d only decided to include at the last minute for the sole reason that people seemed to like it. You have spent the last week telling yourself that this idea—as dissimilar as it is from all of your others—is something you could spend a little time with, at least until you figure out what it is you really want to write about. After two years of school, the only answer you can come up with when people ask you what you want to do is, “Uh…write books?”




Jack is patient. While you hesitate, he tells you about his childhood in the Pacific Northwest, sage advice his mother gave him on choosing a college, that he has an unpublished book of his own. In a flash, you see a stark image of the apartment he shared with his ex-girlfriend after college, seeing its loneliness through his eyes, imagining faded white walls that needed paintings, photographs—anything to fill them up. When Jack has shared just enough, you realize you like him and his easy, familiar way. A lot.




So you start from the beginning. This book isn’t even your idea. One night, you came home from the gym, stood there in your sweaty clothes, and couldn’t wait to tell Davida, your full-figured Puerto Rican roommate with impeccable posture, about your latest gaffe at the gym. This time, it involved a hasty snack before your workout: two underripe pears. You didn’t realize that these two underripe pears didn’t really agree with you until you were exactly three minutes into jumping rope in the windowless, and therefore stuffy, gym.




Jack looks on with amusement, so much that any vestige of reason has officially evaporated from your mind. Is it you, or is he sitting even more rapt than before?




You jump up in your puffy skirt and start to mime your most recent embarrassing moment.




Almost winking, you say, “I have a lot of these, you see.”




Davida has pointed this out, on numerous occasions. In the midst of her trumpet-ringing laughter (“hahaha-haaaaaaaaa, hahaha-haaaaaaaaa”), she told you that you should put together a collection of funny, embarrassing stories. Maybe Colin Powell had one, when, during a very important meeting—possibly with the Queen of England—he struggled to keep control of his bowels? Maybe Donald Trump’s hairpiece had blown off in the middle of a busy New York street, only to be nabbed by a bichon frise being walked by some old lady? Davida was laughing hard. A novelty book, she said. Funny, embarrassing stories—something you’d see by the checkout counter of Urban Outfitters. Everyone will be able to relate. She even gives you the title: Oh, Shit!




You’re standing before Jack, reenacting the jump-rope scene, and how you blamed your gas on Ron, the older heavy man who was known throughout the gym for his distinctive scent—and not in a good way. Ron, always working out in his high-water khakis and scuffed loafers one size too big, is one of the nicest people you know. And still, when the knots in your stomach were undeniable, you scooted closer to him while keeping pace with the click of your plastic rope, a completely unprovoked action. He was shadowboxing in his characteristic slow-motion way, and as he was throwing a left jab, his nose wrinkled. Arm hanging, he moved only his head, ever so deliberately in your direction, staring for a long minute before walking away. You felt terrible. Even if you farted in the face of your trainer, he never would have believed it was you anyway. You’re a girl, a cute girl, and girls just aren’t supposed to do things like that.




You are pleased with yourself, telling this story to Jack and owning up to your uncouth ways. Somewhere far beyond this moment, this meeting, you think you’re a riot. Life is not the carefully followed recipe it seemed to be when you were deciding whether or not to break up with your fiancé; no, life is an amusement park, and you have a map of all the fun rides.




Somewhere, mid-pretend skip, you see Jack sitting there. On a mini-scale, it’s like your daily walk to the subway, where you just try to get from point A to point B, until one day, small pieces of your everyday surroundings—fake ivy on a storefront, Art Deco design on the corner apartment building—emerge in relief, as if you’d never seen them before. Good lord, Jack is appealing. You see him as a world unto himself and you wish you hadn’t been talking so much. His chin is arched in your direction. His eyes are open, even smiling. His legs are crossed wide and everything about his body language is saying, “I’m here.” There is something in his eyes that tells you that, despite the (presumably standard) engaged face he put on from the start, this is no ordinary meeting—for you or him. Your need to know more is great.




You stumble a little, end your story prematurely, and sit back down, uneasy with your new awareness of Jack.




“Um, yeah, so…that’s how it started…”




His body is close and you see great things, sitting with him on the stone wall on this brightest day. In this moment, Jack is not a faceless audience or even a professional connection. He’s actually thinking things right now; you see that in his expression. He has gone somewhere else, and you’re certain that he’s not making a mental note to pick up his dry cleaning after work.




Jack is good with the dramatic pause. He stops for a minute, with a big smile on his face as he refocuses his eyes on you.




“Look”—he clears his throat—“I love it.”






This is delightful.




“This could be huge,” he continues.




You feel like the time you dove into a hotel pool in Miami and were surprised by a blast of classical music playing underwater.




Jack sees lots of possibility, and even recommends that you look at similar books of compiled stories. His ideas are big and his enthusiasm for your new project, bigger. Was this really happening all because you farted in the gym two weeks ago? To a complete stranger, you have just mimed what it was like to jump rope, have gas, and blame it on the outcast. Oddly enough, you are tickled.




“Okay, then,” you say. “I’m going to start collecting stories this week.”




The clock is ticking. He’s already a few minutes late for his next appointment and so he hands you his shiny black card and says, “Let’s get together. I’m away for a couple weeks, but maybe in early June when I’m back.”




You thank him, excited. Neither of you can stop grinning.
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PEOPLE WHO DON’T have embarrassing stories are untrustworthy. Or at the very least they aren’t telling the truth.




Last night you got duped into a blind date when your friend Maria called and said that her perfect Italian boyfriend had a perfect Italian business partner and you had to meet him. She warned you that he was shy. But you found Marco, with his confident demeanor and close-talking body language, anything but shy. (Which, incidentally, was fine with you.) He’d walked with his hand on your back after knowing you for all of five minutes. How did she mistake this man for shy? you thought. But maybe Maria was right, on some level; after all, Marco pleaded the fifth on having any embarrassing stories.




The best moment of the night came before you met Maria and the men. You’d dragged yourself from bed, where you had lain all day with a stack of books and magazines. It was the birthday of Ted, your ex-fiancé, and you couldn’t help but remember where you’d been the year before on this very day, at the barbeque held in his honor. At the end of the night, you covered up the pasta salad, kissed him on the cheek, and went to bed as he stayed basking in the backyard spotlight and holding court with his friends that you’d only met that night. Later, a tipsy Ted climbed into bed, curled in toward you, and whispered, “Thanks, baby. That was so awesome.” Today, in your bed with your books, you remember feeling happy for him and recognizing it as completely foreign because the happiness was suddenly very far from your own sense of personal satisfaction.




In your head, driving down the West Side Highway on your way to Maria’s apartment, you remembered Ted again and wondered with whom he was celebrating this year. Your five-year relationship had ended a little more than nine months ago, and you still weren’t over it—despite all your efforts to move on, which had included getting involved with Ondra, the boxer you’d met the summer before in Prague, when you’d gone there to take a writing course as part of your graduate work. In fact, you’d gone to Prague that July without any desire to meet anyone—not even new friends!—because ever since you and Ted had gotten engaged that May, you knew deep down that marrying him wasn’t right. Of course, he knew it, too, and so you had spent a miserable couple of months wondering who was going to say it first. Only, your mind was not so clear, which was why you intended on having some much-needed solitude while you were away, to figure things out. But the unexpected happened one afternoon when you walked into a dingy boxing gym in Zizkov and met Ondra, who was already mid-workout, his black shorts and black T-shirt drenched with sweat. Taken by his broad Slav nose and easy demeanor, you didn’t argue when, after you changed, he picked up your wraps and started to loop them tightly around each of your hands. Suddenly you had a boxing partner, who had a mean uppercut and gentle spirit. Then one day, looking forward to what had become daily afternoon training sessions, you absently left your engagement band in your room, next to your journal. Despite the denial of your obvious feelings for Ondra, there was regrettable overlap between the two relationships. Before you knew it, you had broken off the engagement to Ted, and nine short months later Ondra was suddenly using the phrase “fiancé visa” (in talking about a move to the States). With this phrase, you broke out in hives and realized, Well, I guess this needs to end, too. When it came to committing to another person, you had some serious limitations.




And so there you were, alone on Ted’s birthday. Now that the relationship had ended with Ondra, there was a clearing. As you drove down West Side Highway, all of your old feelings about Ted bubbled up to the surface. You were feeling a little melancholy, a lot nostalgic, wondering how long you could last on this blind date with Marco, when you rounded the corner and took in the vastness of the Hudson River. Every single time this view amazes you, the moment your car emerges from the tree-shrouded stretch of road, opening to the view of luminous cityscapes, competing billboards, two distinct states, and one glorious, albeit polluted river. This was no ordinary river, you thought as the pink sky fell all over the horizon. Just then, you decided to turn up the volume on the radio. Rod Stewart sang out, “Young hearts be free tonight…time is on your side…” You’d never paid much attention to this song before, but all of a sudden you were the young person he was singing about. There was time yet, for love—for more heartbreak, even. There was time. You rolled down the windows and tuned out the cars zooming around you, wanting only to cry, and not because you were sad.






The date was fine. Marco was nice, as well as tall and handsome, with curly hair and stylish red-framed glasses. You all went to dinner, and from the start you liked him well enough. He told you about being an engineer, moving to New York after having lived in England, and about his American mother who, with his Italian father, had raised him and his sister outside of Rome. You told him about your new book of embarrassing stories.




At the end of the night you offered to drop Marco at home, since you were driving anyway and since Maria and her boyfriend had already disappeared into one another behind Maria’s refrigerator. When you pulled in front of Marco’s house in Williamsburg, he reached for a pad of paper in your console and scribbled his number on one half, then asked you to write yours on the other half. You were ho-hum about the prospect of seeing him again and he could tell. With a smirk, he said, “I’ll try to come up with some embarrassing stories.”




 




“YOU!” MELODY SHRIEKS when she sees you the day after your date with Marco. Never one to hold back, Melody is one of your most outrageous friends, always has been. You haven’t seen her in months and in her fancy midtown hotel room, you toast with champagne from her minibar. You sip as she changes from her suit to something more nighttime. Glass in hand, you notice the faded nub of a stuffed animal on her bed.




“You still have that thing?” you say, loud enough for her to hear from the bathroom.




“Wha—” she says as she emerges, her voice raspy. Upon realizing you mean her precious friend, she continues, “What?” But it’s more incredulous and pointed than her first attempt at the question, which had been merely curious. “I travel a lot—and he keeps me company!”




When you smile, one eyebrow raised, she shakes her head and says, voice lowering playfully, “Okay?”




Melody stands there, brushing her long, straight hair. Even though she grew up in Massachusetts, her blond hair, skinny tanned legs, and enviable big breasts scream, “California!”—which is where she now lives. She’s here on business, in town for an annual television conference. She placed phone calls to you today from Tavern on the Green and Daniel.




There is a knock on the door. One of the girls in Melody’s department needs advice. You overhear her saying, “We have less than twenty-four hours to finalize this deal and now he wants to change everything!”




Melody’s voice turns serious. “What did you tell him?”




You don’t hear the answer, and suspect it wouldn’t make any sense to you even if you did. You tune in to the sirens outside for a minute, then back to the hum of the air conditioner. The girl sounds stressed.




“Well,” Melody says, “you just go back and tell them…”




After the girl leaves, Melody apologizes, “This job is never-ending.”




But you aren’t bothered one bit. In fact, you are impressed. Melody now holds a remarkably high position, with a great deal more responsibility than she did the summer you two spent on Cape Cod, wearing walkie-talkies as hostesses at one of the resort area’s busiest clam bars. After nights of telling vacationing families to walk down the ramp and take a right at the captain’s wheel, you drank beer and skinny-dipped, while spending the days on the beach, floating out to sea on a king-sized air mattress that wasn’t exactly meant for the water. On one unusually sad day, she picked you up at the bus station; you were returning from your grandfather’s funeral. Looking out the window, you’d said, “I really don’t want to go to work today.” Before you knew it, she picked up the phone, dialed in to say that you couldn’t make it to work that night and, oh, yeah, that she couldn’t, either—ever. You spent the rest of the summer playing Trivial Pursuit on your front lawn—where you liked to do solo hits from your homemade gravity bong while gazing at the view of the ocean that would have been idyllic if it weren’t for the unsightly Three Seasons Motel across the street, with its stucco walls and swells of unhappy families rambling through the parking lot. Once, you even heard an exasperated father telling his chubby son, “We are having a good time, dammit!”




Every time you see Melody, at some point you both start in on, “Those were the days…” But you imagine that for her and her demanding job, this kind of reminiscing means something that you, with your quasi-bohemian life, recent grad school career, and string of nonprofit jobs, can’t quite understand.




Outside, you walk toward Central Park. Neither of you cares where you go—you just want to catch up. Cars stream by unnoticed. New Yorkers bustle to and from restaurants, hotels, bars. Souvenir shops are packed with crap and not customers.




A man with dark eyes and a crocheted cap approaches. By now you are standing across from the park and have stopped on the corner to figure out where you should go.




“Let me guess,” he says. “You aren’t from around here?”




“No,” Melody answers. “I’m from California.”




“Thought so—in town for the television conference?”






“Yeah!” her face brightens. “How did you know?”




“Just a guess—me, too.”




Even though you are, technically, now from around here, you don’t say anything. You don’t have to. Melody explains everything, and you remember how easy it is, as a youngest sibling, to fall into the steps that older siblings like Melody create.




The man introduces himself as Ben and suggests that if you’re looking for a nice, quiet place, the Stone Rose is a decent lounge just down the street. In fact, he’s meeting friends there himself. You and Melody have a quick conference with no words and determine that the likelihood of him infringing on your girl-time is slim to nil. He seems nice.




As you walk, he asks Melody more about her job. She asks him about his. You find out that he writes for a flailing new sitcom, a spinoff you’ve heard about pretty much only for its bad press.




“Oh,” Melody and you say at the same time, only she sounds interested and you sound disappointed.




“I used to write for Roseanne,” he counters, which results in the excited, collective “Oh!” he probably expected in the first place.




The host of our nonparty, Melody gestures to you and tells Ben that you are a writer, too. But you haven’t published anything. You are embarrassed a little, which is perfectly ironic when Melody describes Oh, Shit! for you.




“Wow, that’s great,” he says as you three reach the roundabout at Columbus Circle. The Stone Rose is inside the Time Warner Center and as you wait for the light to change, Ben points up to the wall of windows to show you where you will be going. Sunset is five minutes old, and dusk’s light reflects off the new building’s all-glass exterior. You are standing there remembering the Robert Polidori photographs of this same building, wondering how something so new can seem like it’s been there forever, when Ben abruptly turns to you, his hands open in emphasis, “Oh, my God. My friend has the greatest embarrassing story, and he’s coming tonight.”




“Really?” Both of your eyebrows raise.




As Ben nods his head vigorously, Melody adds, with some false trepidation, “Um, one of her most embarrassing moments happened in front of me.”




Ben’s presence recedes and you look at her. She’s already laughing. There was a time when you forbade her from telling this story (although even then she interpreted that loosely, as in she didn’t tell this story to anyone with whom you had the primary relationship). But this is the spirit of the book, coming clean, embarrassing stories as catharsis and entertainment. It’s not a closeted embarrassing story anyway. You went through a period of telling it often yourself.




Now, as you look at Melody’s big grin, you are aware that the moment that once checked you into the hotel of shame for an extended stay—that very same moment—was still living as one of the great joys of Melody’s life, and probably always would.




 




INSIDE, MELODY ORDERS two glasses of champagne from the bar. Far from just a “decent lounge,” the Stone Rose is fancy, its eastern-facing wall of windows overlooking Central Park. As Melody grabs the glasses, you turn your head and admire the full moon, until you are distracted. The waitresses are all wearing short black miniskirts with knee-high boots, and you have to assume that a free gym membership is part of the employment package.




Ben finds his friends, leaving you and Melody to settle in on the bar stools. Moments later, a boisterous man in a suit walks in and greets Ben with a big hug. Ben waves you and Melody over, introduces you briefly, and then says, “So Seth has the best one—come on, Seth, she’s writing a book about embarrassing stories.”




Without asking any questions, Seth starts—before he even has a drink in his hand. Although Seth is an average-looking guy with brown hair, brown eyes, and glasses, his face is extremely kind. He’s the sort of person who looks as if he is always waiting for the right occasion to crack a smile.




“Okay, so, a few summers ago I’m at a Mets game with two female clients and my sister.”




“Wait,” you ask. “What do you do?”




“Lawyer. So, it’s the perfect night. Mets are winning. Company’s great, and I have a few beers and hot dogs.”




You look slyly in Melody’s direction. She’s intent on Seth, but you can tell from the half-giggling expression on her face that she knows where this is going, too.




On the way home from the game, Seth drove downtown to drop his sister off first. One block away from her apartment, a sudden pang sharpened in his stomach. He had to go to the bathroom—immediately. Trying to play it cool in front of his clients, he cracked the window of his brand-new Saab convertible with leather interior and took a deep breath. But the pain didn’t go away. Against his fervent wishes, a little poof of gas escaped. With his window now rolled way down and the proliferation of Dumpsters on the street, Seth figured he was safe. By the time he was parked in front of his sister’s house, he realized that he couldn’t just run up to use her bathroom because he was wearing shorts and now uncertain that the earlier pains were merely gas. Whoever made up the edict “Never trust a fart in Mexico”—okay, well not exactly an edict, but it should be—could have come up with that brilliance just as easily after having overindulged in concessions at Shea Stadium.




Seth started to sweat. He said a hearty goodbye to his sister, while silently cursing the extended conversation she was having with one of the clients. Yeah, yeah, he thought, who fucking cares about emailing the name of your fucking hairdresser? If this conversation doesn’t end soon, you’re going to need the name of her therapist, too.




Maintaining his composure—with the exception of sudden jerky movements—Seth finally drove away and tried to make small talk: “So, ah, tell me about your trip to Kauai.”




The short ride to Chelsea was challenging. The gas pains were coming in more frequent waves and Seth found himself leaning back involuntarily. When he got to their neighborhood, Seth pulled over. At this point, he was sure that they at least smelled something.




When one of the clients leaned in to give him a kiss, he put his hand up abruptly.




“Night!” he said, as if there were an unspoken rule about not engaging in physical affection when one has poop in his pants, or, um, shorts.




As soon as the ladies were safely on the street, Seth sped away, moving quickly block by block, running red lights and taking illegal right-hand turns on red. By the time he got to the West Side Highway heading north to his apartment on the Upper West Side, Seth was nearly folded in half in front of his steering wheel. Sixty more blocks to his bathroom, Seth looked up at the full moon hanging in the sky and thought, Please God…




Lucky for him, Seth’s God answered. Somewhere in between stomach spasms and now-audible yelps for help, a calm arose in Seth: I can let go now.




With that, he did, relinquishing control of his bowels and going number two all over his fine all-leather interior. Still driving, Seth felt an incredible sense of relief. At least the pain was over.




When he pulled off the highway, Seth was eager to get rid of the newly soiled clothing. He stopped his car on Riverside Drive, rolled down the window, lifted his body up just enough to wipe away the evidence with the dry spots on his shorts, and threw the clothing into the park.




Since it was late on a Sunday night, Seth figured that no one would be walking around in his neighborhood, that he could park his car and race up to his apartment half naked. But Seth seemed to forget momentarily that this is New York—late is never as late as you think, even on a Sunday.




Crap, he cursed when he drove up Columbus and realized that there were still plenty of weekend revelers walking the streets. Couples strolled home arm in arm from restaurants. Old ladies were walking their dogs. A frustrated father walked his crying baby in a stroller, hoping that movement would quiet the child.




In another panic, Seth pulled up in front of his apartment building with an idea. Fortunately, his residence had a doorman.






“Psst! Mamadou! Hey, Mamadou!” Seth yelled out of his window at the doorman, who always appeared positively at attention, even when no one was looking.




Mamadou walked over to Seth’s car, but before he got too close, Seth said, “You’re never going to believe this. Someone stole my shorts!”




“Oh, my,” said Mamadou, his face frowning in concern.




“Yeah, listen, can you run up to my apartment and grab me a towel?”




 




“POOR MAMADOU,” YOU say to Seth. By this time, the four of you—Ben, Melody, Seth, and you—are huddled together, the circle only opening when one of you takes a step back to make room for your laughter. Or get further from the idea of imagining the horrors that Seth has just described; you’re not sure which. When Seth tells you that Mamadou hasn’t looked at him the same since, you ask, “And a towel? Why not ask for another pair of pants?”




“Look, you don’t exactly think clearly in these situations.”




“She knows,” Melody says with a giggle.




After giving Seth’s story its appropriate due, Ben turns and says to you, “Wait—so what’s yours?”




You are not so in the mood to share. Somewhere over the last ten years, this story stopped inspiring the amusement it once had. Now it’s just gross. But since you initiated this conversation, you can’t back down now.




“Well…” you begin, taking a gulp from your nearly empty champagne glass. “When I was nineteen—”




“Sure, try to blame it on youth!” Melody says. When you shoot her a look, she says sweetly, “Another round?” and lifts her index finger to the bartender to indicate more champagne.




When you were nineteen, you had some troubles. You don’t tell your new friends this part, but it was a difficult time. You were confused about who you were and what you wanted out of life. After growing up in a middle-class suburb, your first year at an expensive college proved unsettling, to say the least; once, during your first semester, you did the math and discovered that 45 percent of the females on your floor had already had some form of plastic surgery—nose jobs, liposuction; one particularly frail girl had even had her hip bones shaved. One of these girls had once referred to you, to your face, as “the pretty girl,” and since you took this to mean that she didn’t find you at all interesting or funny, you took her comment as a personal slight. When you met Melody, you began to feel some semblance of comfort again. Sure, Melody is a bombshell, and she’s also smart. Ever opinionated, she has been known to launch into a heady, in-depth analysis of why physical humor makes her laugh so much and why, sometimes, in the face of very dark things, laughter is the only response.




Melody passes you a drink and nods to encourage you. You tell Seth and Ben about that summer briefly, mentioning your irresponsible party-girl ways. They stand there, waiting. Abruptly turning to Seth, you say, “Well, let’s just say…ah, I did what you did!”




“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Melody says, waving her hands. “Are you going to deny me the joy of hearing this story all over again?”




Remembering the very moment you’d lost control of your own bowels, thanks to a vicious hangover and upset stomach, you start to tell the story, very reluctantly. After all, you had lost it in the front seat of Melody’s car, while she was driving. The smallest part of you still feels like you owe her.




By the time you are finished with all the graphic details—the basics of which are extremely similar to Seth’s story—your new male friends are laughing, but not as much as Melody. You’re glad she’s here because the success of this story is largely dependent on someone being amused. She tells you not to forget about what happened when she finally got you back to her grandmother’s house.




“Oh, you mean how you drove the rest of the way home laughing with your head out the window?”




“Yeah, that and how my cousin Alan from Ireland was looking out the front window, waiting for us.”




You add that, after you’d spent a good three hours in the bathroom cleaning up, you emerged to find two melon-scented Yankee candles lit on the floor just outside of the bathroom and how, at that very moment, Melody just happened to be walking by with a lit stick of incense and a spray can of Lysol.




“Oh, hey,” she’d said, feigning innocence. “Everything okay in there?”




 




LATER, SETH PULLS you aside and you spend some time talking about lust, boxing, and then finally Oh, Shit!




“This is really great!” he says. “Not only is it funny, but it’s also a way of talking about something that no one wants to talk about.”




You elaborate, telling him that this is exactly why you’re doing it, acutely aware that some of this is B.S., considering that you haven’t done any work on the book yet. Seth interrupts.




“Can I tell you something?” he asks.




“Sure.” You brace yourself.




“In the strangest of ways, I kind of feel like I’ve just had sex with you.”




Any other day, in any other bar, this would have felt like a pick-up line. But looking out through the spacious windows, you get an unexpected glimpse of this new project. The moon—you never see the moon like this in New York—is slung low over the treetops in Central Park.




When you don’t say anything, only smile, he asks, “Do you feel like that—I mean, after having shared your story? After all, these are kind of intimate.”




“Well, honestly,” you say, “no. I do not exactly feel like that.”




He doesn’t know that, for you, because of the number of times you’ve told this story and others of its ilk, you don’t really see it as all that personal or even embarrassing anymore. To you, embarrassment is the extreme dismay that arises when something you’ve so desperately hoped to conceal is revealed—and not by your own choosing. Stories like these, though, over time eventually stand on their own as just mere facts of a life. Gross facts, but facts nonetheless.
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NOW YOU’RE THE expert. Between your family and friends, a big game of telephone has begun and now everyone wants to tell you his or her most embarrassing story. Your mother calls you to say, “So, I went to get some chili at Wendy’s…” This week on the news, there’s been lots of publicity about a woman finding a severed finger in her very own yellow Wendy’s chili container, but you decide not to mention it. What your mother hasn’t heard won’t hurt her—you hope. Your mother is easily the most excitable person you know. Always, always, she is enthusiastic about her ideas, like the time she got jazzed up to tell you the myriad ways she planned to cook the pot roast she got on sale at the local A&P, for the low, low price of $2.69 a pound. (“Can ya beat that? What a deal!”) In every email she sends you, there is at least one sentence that is written in ALL CAPS. Recently, she called to tell you that she’d seen the editor of the Paris Review on Charlie Rose, extolling the virtues of nonfiction. “There’s hope for you!” she’d screamed excitedly into the receiver, fully intending this to be encouraging. Often, her unbridled delivery makes you smile—which is exactly what you do when she calls with this latest story about Wendy’s chili. She’s chatty, and instead of taking notes, you opt to focus on how nice it is of your mother to take such an interest in your work.




One morning, Dan calls with a good one. Dan is your best friend, the person you’ve known longest on this earth ever since the date of your birth, when you two “met” in the hospital nursery. Dan was one day old. When you are together and people ask how long you’ve known one another, either you or Dan cites this history, in the most specific terms possible. And then you both sigh and look into each other’s eyes, as if to say, “Hey, you. How’s my soul mate?” Dan is a bright and upright man, who also happens to be a real charmer. Ten years ago, you’d walked with him through a department store and watched in awe as saleswoman after saleswoman turned his way either to wink or wave or say, “Hiiiiiiiiii, Danny.” Of course, this is an old memory of Dan, who was just a teenager at the time. But the point is this: he is witty, good-hearted, and easy to adore. Today, Dan lives in Berkeley, where he studies architecture. Daily conversations are alternately mundane (Dan’s curry recipe, how you might let your hair grow longer this year); philosophical (are there substantive differences between the love one has for one’s family and the love one has for one’s friends?); emotional (the appalling dearth of public-space recycling receptacles in New York City!); supportive (“Tell that ho to leave you alone!”); and goofy (in-jokes, such as singing “On the Road Again” with a faux-French accent…just can’t wait to get on ze road again…). In short, you love Dan to pieces and if you two weren’t orientationally discordant you’d be married by now. But facts are facts: you like men and so does Dan. On this particular day, he calls you when you’re at home sitting on your bed: “Want to hear something funny?”






Like you would ever say no. You put aside the stack of bills you’ve been flipping through. “Well, yeah.”




The night before, he had been hanging out with a group of people at the Bear’s Lair, a favorite Berkeley haunt. One of his classmates, a young woman named Marcy, was nervous because she was going to meet the girlfriend of her crush, also one of their architecture colleagues. Marcy knew that John had a girlfriend, but her crush-from-afar was a source of giddy, innocent joy—the last thing she wanted was for Stephanie, his girlfriend, to come along and ruin her little fantasy of John’s all-consuming love for her—which, clearly, based on their limited interactions in the studio, had no footing in reality. So, when a group of people met up for drinks last night after class, Marcy tried to act nonchalant when she heard that John was on his way—with Stephanie. Upon their arrival, John introduced Stephanie to everyone, and Marcy, in a very poor effort to act “cool,” thrust out her hand and said with a tad too much exaggeration, “Hi! I’m Stephanie!”




Relaying this story to you as he’s driving, Dan says, “How Freudian is that? I felt so bad for Marcy. She basically shouted, ‘I’m in love with your boyfriend!’”




Though you don’t know Marcy, you cringe for her.




“Anyway,” Dan says, “how are you?”




Thinking comparatively—silently glad you’re not Marcy—you say, “Fine. Just fine.”




 




AND EVERYTHING IS fine, more or less. You’re embarking on this new, postgraduate chapter of your life. You’ve finished school and secured a temporary gig at a premier health organization, working in research and proposal writing. You don’t love fund-raising but hope that the job will provide you with enough security while you get the rest of your life in order. It will only be a matter of time until Oh, Shit! is in good enough shape to whip into a proposal and be sold. In your head, you keep the very ambitious goal of having it finished by summer’s end. And then you can get going on the other ideas you’ve been wanting to explore.




Temp, schmemp, you think.




You remember a moment, weeks before, in the final meeting you’d had with one of your professors; you’d looked at her, her face so free of wrinkles that you wondered how it was that she could be any older than you. Hoping for advice, you told her about Oh, Shit! You knew this was probably not highbrow or literary enough for her to get excited, but you were still fishing for encouragement. Her eyes moved distantly across the room, where an empty birdcage hung near the wall of books. She said, “Well, then it seems like you’ve got the next phase of your life pret-ty well mapped out.”




Even though, yes, that’s what you were going for—a plan—the reality is this: it is now the beginning of June, and although you have a handful of stories, you have no real strategy and have produced no actual writing. To make matters worse, the newly unattached you just wants to have fun and enjoy the balmy weather. Since breaking up with Ondra, you have officially freed yourself from all romantic obligations—a feeling you haven’t had since long before you met Ted. On one level, this freedom bleeds into every area of your life, heightening your aversion to anything that could be construed as mandatory, necessary, requisite, or compulsory. Hell, you haven’t even picked up a newspaper or listened—with any kind of real engagement—to public radio in weeks. Lucky for you, summer is about to hit full swing, just in time to complement your carefree, untethered mood. Suspecting that you aren’t going to be writing anything (of consequence) anytime soon, you still want to make an effort, however minor. So you pick up the phone and call Jack.




 




YOU’RE SITTING IN front of your therapist and the topic of Oh, Shit! comes up, because you’re going to meet Jack after your session ends. Elaine has never been one to hold back. In her middle age, she is petite and pretty, with an expressive face. Elaine is very generous with you and has been a helpful influence, even if you sometimes question her rambling messages on your answering machine that go on to explain that she was out of the office because her two-year-old daughter had a doctor’s appointment. You knew all of two personal bits about your last therapist, Dr. Nick, whom you’d seen for six years: he liked opera and he had a cat. You discovered the latter piece of information during a phone session, when you heard a “Meow!” in the background.




Elaine’s mouth twists, ever so slightly, when you say that you are writing a humor piece about embarrassing stories. Your eyes drift off to her bookshelf, and you pretend to be interested in the same titles you’ve perused for the six months you’ve been seeing her. You notice a heavy incidence of the eating disorder variety.




“Well,” she counters, “I can think of a lot of embarrassing things that people would not find funny.”






You nod your head, buying some time while you try to figure out which corner of the human mind she’s coming from.




“Yes, of course,” you say, the false assuredness in your voice implying that you’ve already drafted the Oh, Shit! manifesto (which, by the way, you haven’t).




“I mean, I have this one patient who’s, like, the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen,” she continues, her head shaking in vigorous emphasis. The last part of the sentence sounds like beautifulwomanyouveeverseen.




“Uh-huh,” you say, wondering when it is you’re going to get back to the talk of planning your life after school. Transition—and heartbreak—brought you to Elaine in the first place, when you were trying to figure out what life in this new city, without Ted, was going to look like. Ignoring the fact that life is a perpetual transition, one phrase has infiltrated almost all of your thoughts: Once I am settled…




“I mean, beautiful,” Elaine continues. Again, more emphatic.




“Uh-huh…”




“And she was born without a leg, which is, in fact, a great source of shame and embarrassment, and—”




“Elaine,” you interrupt. “I’m asking people about funny things that have happened to them. If the person doesn’t offer it as something they now see humor in, it doesn’t fit.”




In your head, you try to guess the root of Elaine’s disapproval. Does she really think that you’d include a story in which someone tells you she saw the “funniest” thing, a woman without a leg who got herself into some silly jam? Elaine doesn’t know you that well, but surely she knows you well enough to realize that you aren’t that much of a jerk. Besides, you have been in therapy for a good portion of your adult life, long enough to know that you aren’t supposed to worry about your mental health professional judging you.




“No. I know. I know.” Her voice sounds weary. She’s not accusing you of anything, and yet there is something about Oh, Shit! that has struck a nerve.




You stare at her.




“It’s just…” She sighs, not ready to let it go.




You take an upright stance, sitting across from her, where you can see her empty Diet Coke cans and Starbucks iced coffee containers next to her chair by the window. You take in a small breath and make a conscious effort just to listen to whatever it is that she has to say, even if this whole conversation is beginning to annoy you.




“There’s just a lot of things in this world that people are ashamed of—sexual traumas, weird family situations—things that aren’t at all funny. I see it all the time in here.” She gestures around her office, seeming to forget that you, the client sitting right in front of her, have spent most of your time “in here” talking about your own “weird family situations.”




When you say nothing, she adds, “That’s just something that, you know, I’d want you to be…aware of.”




You have fully tuned her out at this point, and have chosen to sit there wondering what about the topic is bothering her so much that she had made all these associations and assumptions without actually having asked any questions. From what you know about Elaine, this is unusual.




Her mouth is still moving, her gestures becoming stronger. Nah, you think. She’s just worked up.




When your session ends, you are relieved, even excusing yourself a few minutes early. You wonder if this line of questioning is a strategy of Elaine’s—are you supposed to confront her now? Is this about your way of slowly processing the events around you and coming, sometimes very late, to useful conclusions?




You’ve explained nothing to Elaine about the feel-good, cathartic element of Oh, Shit! or the fact that, by talking about things that were formerly traumatizing and viewing them in a more humorous light, it’s a lesson in how not to take oneself too seriously. This is fine. You don’t pay your therapist to brainstorm about your work.




That’s what Jack is for, only you’re not paying him and you’re not sure how interested he actually is. Over the phone, he told you not to worry too much about talking to people about Oh, Shit! It is a unique idea, yes, but you have to get your stories from other people. It isn’t exactly the kind of thing you can keep under wraps. After taking the elevator to the lobby and waving goodbye to Frank the elevator guy, you pick up your cell to call Jack. You leave a message that you are on the Upper West Side and you’re hopping in a cab. You’ll be there in a few.




 




WHEN YOU WALK into the Algonquin’s lobby, you are flooded with memories. Hotel lobbies are fun in general, and this one has never disappointed you, with its antiques, Oriental prints, and dim lighting. When you peer over the partition between the lounge and the front desk, you see Jack, sitting alone at a table for two. He’s wearing a button-down again and mindlessly fingering the base of his martini glass. Before he sees you, you yank down your black pants, which have bunched up around your upper thighs. You wish that they were just a hair looser—since finishing your thesis, you’ve been boxing with less frequency and eating with abandon. At least your top is not too revealing, you think, thankful for your pink blouse’s high neck. You’d like for Jack to take you seriously, even if you are meeting him at seven-thirty for a drink at a hotel.




You nearly trip over the fluffy gray cat near the bellhop, which throws you off balance. Jack spots you just as you are regaining your stride.




He stands immediately, and greets you with a kiss on the cheek. You are happy for some familiarity, even if Jack is still a mystery to you. You know he is charming and handsome and…not much else.




“I love this place,” you say, as you hoist your heavy bag from your shoulder and place it on the back of your seat. “The magazine selection in the rooms is killer.”




He raises one eyebrow—a quirk you will come to adore—and you explain, “I stayed here once, after a wedding in Woodside, Queens, at Donovan’s Pub.”




You don’t mention that you had stayed here with Ted, when you were both living in Boston—or that you and Ted had some of the hottest sex of your five-year relationship in one of those rooms with the killer magazine selection.




“Great wedding,” you say instead, with the confidence of someone who has a subject to avoid. “Bride and groom were in their sixties and neither had ever been married. The feeling was that there was no other reason, except true love, to do it now…”




With the mention of “true love,” Jack’s expression turns from polite interest to genuine appreciation. He has a sweet, faraway look on his face. Clearly a romantic. “That’s wonderful,” he says. You like when he says “wonderful.” His voice is strong, velvety, with the smallest undercurrent of vulnerability. You see awe in his eyes, and are not sure if it’s because he likes the idea or if he’s thinking of something else.




The tuxedoed waiter approaches and you order a beer.




“Um, anyway,” you say after the waiter walks away, “how are you?”




“Oh, it’s been the busiest week,” he tells you, sighing. “Look at these bags under my eyes. I mean, this is ridiculous.”




His delivery is amusing. With a smirk following his comment, he seems to be aware that it is not, in fact, ridiculous for someone living and working in New York, one of the most overworked cities in the world, to look worn-out. Indeed, there are circles under his eyes, but no more than would be average for a man his age—you’re guessing late thirties, early forties. Besides, none of this detracts from his appeal. In fact, you have one of those involuntary flashes where you see yourself giving him a hug and telling him that everything is going to be okay.




When you nod, he adds, “This week has been so hectic. Last night, there was a book party. Plus, I have two clients visiting from out of town. Just can’t escape my work.”




You pause for a minute—you could feel guilty, since you, too, are technically hoping to become one of his clients. But Jack cuts short your Catholic tendencies by saying, “Hey, I can’t complain. I love what I do.”




When he says the last line, about loving what he does, you notice that he shakes his head, and even sounds a little Southern, despite the fact that you know he’s not. Conversation moves quickly, and not in a task-oriented manner. He talks about his own past with writing, how his first job out of college was in the mail room at a prestigious agency, how he really, really doesn’t like exercise. You tell him about your disconnectedness with your family, but you don’t go into detail. You don’t admit that, actually, at this point in time, you feel very disconnected from them. In your head, there is a deeply embedded belief that if you don’t have an absolutely swimming relationship with all of them, then you are flawed, very flawed, and therefore unworthy of any kind of intimacy. Even though with this thought you’ve screwed yourself straight out of the gate, you are not about to go into specifics with Jack—or anyone—because, frankly, you still don’t get it. You don’t understand the disconnection, mostly because you’ve spent so much time being overly connected, at least emotionally, to the point where, in certain memories, you’re not even sure where your feelings begin and their feelings end. For example, David, your brother closest in age, was diagnosed as a young child with some amorphous “developmental disability,” one that you never really understood the nature of, except to understand that he needed to be enrolled in special education classes in school. You heard your mother explain it to people, and you recall half sentences: “Well, it’s not Down’s Syndrome…” And usually after that people were too polite or timid or confused to follow up with, “And so then?” If someone did press, you also recall, “Well, he’s really highly functioning…” Early on, you wore your mother’s confusion, her heaviness, as your own.




Instead of going there, you tap-dance a bit—which, incidentally, you are very good at—retelling your favorite moment of family therapy with your parents and siblings, as adults. You’d gone reluctantly, at the insistence of Ray, your oldest brother, who wanted to get together and “talk about how shitty things were.” Sure, there was some low-grade childhood dysfunction that could be aired (along with a whole host of issues that no one was talking about, good Catholics that you are, but that kind of information doesn’t generally serve a snappy, pleasing anecdote told to someone you’re trying to impress). You know, stuff like that your family tradition on Thanksgiving was not having turkey (necessarily) but watching Pink Floyd’s The Wall. Okay, that was weird, especially since you were young enough for the meat-grinder scene to be unnerving. (In those days, you were a Goody Two-shoes who prayed for homework, i.e., you never would have uttered the words, “We don’t need no education.”) But back to your favorite moment in family therapy: it was the very first one, before anyone had started crying or yelling or rolling his or her eyes or even laughing—which did, in fact, happen on occasion—before the therapist had even come in to say, “Welcome, everyone.” In your best estimate—and you are ninety-nine percent sure that this is not mere projection—you’d guessed that everyone in the room wished he or she were somewhere else. Everyone except your mother—who, not incidentally, had played a role in many of the alleged “traumatic” incidents that would likely be discussed in this room. (“That time when I was eight and I overheard you saying that I was built like a Mack truck was so not cool…Mom.”) Yep, the best moment was long before anyone placed heightened importance on events long past. Happy that her adult children were finally together, your mother’s attitude was big and buoyant. As everyone else squirmed and spent an inordinate amount of time looking at the beige carpet, she winked at you from across the room, chin held high, to say, “Oh! Oh! That blue! You look so beautiful in that blue! It’s really your color, you know. Gaaaah-geous.” Maybe this comment wasn’t “appropriate” to the setting, but your mother is nothing if not funny—and in the context of adult family therapy, you’d gladly taken whatever lightness you could find.




Your signature stories are gaining new life with Jack, who is facing you, rapt. You are used to performing these scenes, preferring to be concerned with cues and timing as opposed to some deeper, possibly Freudian analysis. Isn’t that what Elaine is for?




Jack’s eyes never veer from yours. The empathy in his face makes you feel understood. What a sweet, sweet face.




Before you know it, you are launching into how things started to disintegrate with Ted after a comfortable courtship, and how eventually cheating on Ted with Ondra had opened the door to one of the most beautiful and difficult times in your life.




“I knew I was a goner when Ondra said in his broken English, ‘You must look into my eyes when you hit me.’”




Jack sits back and smiles, still looking at you in that way. As you reveal this, you feel your chest rising. This is certainly suggestive, calling into sharp focus you as a sexual being. Maybe it’s your tight pants—who knows?—but for some reason, you feel like it’s okay, even natural, to be revealing so much. Sitting with Jack, you are reminded of being with an old friend and catching up after an extended time apart.




After a few moments of silence, you say, self-conscious, “Um, anyway…tell me about you.”




Jack nods his head slowly, thinking. “What is it you want to know?”




“Whatever you want to tell me.”






So he begins talking about his earliest memories. He paints himself as a trickster, and somehow you have no trouble believing him. The thought of young Jack inspires fondness.




A little while later, Jack asks, “Hey, do you have an iPod?” When you shake your head no, he pulls his out of his bag.




“Ooooh! How fun—I love music!” Somewhere inside you also hear a voice saying, And romantic candlelit dinners and aimless walks on the beach.




Jack is standing behind your chair now, overseeing the usage of the iPod. One of his hands rests on the back of your chair. “I love music, too,” he says.




He shows you how to browse by artist and album, how to play songs, how to skip ahead. You find an Air album and start to play one of their songs. It’s dreamy and melodic.




You declare, “Air is the best music to—”




“Clean your house to?”




Leaning against your chair now, Jack is being playful, though he is careful not to touch you. Ever so quickly, you’re growing fond of his nose and how it scrunches every time he says something that amuses him. He has a silly laugh, an infectious laugh, a laugh that is clearly, clearly meant to have company.




“Noooooo,” you say. “That’s not what I was going to say.”




You were thinking about something else, but refrain from saying it aloud, because that would be way too over the top, even for you. Sure, Oh, Shit! hasn’t come up once, but that doesn’t mean you have to sabotage this professional relationship before it has even begun.




As you flip through songs, you offer Jack the other earpiece. Now he’s kneeling by your chair and you are having a good old-fashioned sing-along, bopping to nostalgic song after nostalgic song, going different places in your respective minds, but together. You’re sure that if you cared enough to look around, people would be staring. Which would only add to your delight.




Every time you try to play a song, you press the wrong button. At one point, Jack grabs the iPod, presses the right button, and says with a smirk, “You have a really hard time following directions, don’t you?”




Oh, you swoon. He gets me…




After twenty minutes, Jack excuses himself to the bathroom. You sit there, your hands folded under your chin, suddenly alone and wondering what in the world was the purpose of this meeting. Seduction by iPod?




When Jack returns, you say flirtatiously, “So, tell me…”—your shoulders are twisting in toward him—“this is your job? You just go around charming people and make them like you and—”




“This isn’t my job.” Jack has settled into his chair and is now looking at you with eyes that have become more intense than playful. There is no trace of a smile on his face.




For once, you are speechless. After three hours and one drink, you have talked nonstop—about Jack’s favorite writers, about your love of karaoke, about everything and anything that has popped into your head, with two notable exceptions: (1) Oh, Shit! and (2) So tell me, Jack, do you have a girlfriend?




You let him pay for your beer, at his insistence.




Outside, you are walking east, in the direction of Grand Central, where Jack will get a cab and you will get the 6 train home. For someone who goes to sleep early, you haven’t yawned once, even though the hour is well past your normal bedtime. The streets are wet, after a passing rain to which you have both been oblivious. The talking continues—this time about porn and how the desire to conceal such interests has resulted in the erosion of marriages all over the country. You can’t say this is a topic you’ve ever thought a whole lot about. Ted was anti-porn, even refusing once to enter a topless club with you during a layover in Vegas, for fear of someone looking at substantive-you in an objectified way. (Oh, how this disappointed you!) Still, you nod. Everything Jack says, even the word “porn,” is magically cast in a golden sheen.




When you reach the cab stand, Jack lunges toward you. He’s not going to kiss you, you can tell. His forward motion is almost involuntary, and it’s clear that he wants to; he’s just holding back. You are grateful for the restraint, because, despite an obvious chemistry, you are determined to turn this relationship, whatever it is, into a professional one. Kissing would be, uh, bad.




“Night,” you say. “Thanks again.”




“Quite welcome.” He kisses you on the cheek and in an almost-whisper adds, “Get home safe.”
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THERE ARE TIMES in your life that you think, and then there are times in your life that you act, without thinking. The latter times are rare, you being the somewhat neurotic overthinker that you are. But this time, this summer, you have become a doer, at least on the life front. For example, when you have an illicit sex dream about doing it with Woody Allen, you don’t waste one second trying to extract a deeper meaning. Instead, you tell a handful of friends, presenting it as an inconsequential detail of your daily life. You let this dream slip to your mother, and even she can’t stop making fun of you. “Woody Allen?” she said. “Cripes! That’s disgusting.”




You still have your day job at the health nonprofit, which is none too interesting. Many days, you belabor two-paragraph thank-you letters to wealthy donors. (Should it read, “Gratefully yours,” or “Heartfelt thanks”?) While you don’t think that this is the best use of your talents or time, you are pleased that the work isn’t mentally taxing. You have other things to think about. Besides, the office culture is nice, as these day-job things go. For a large organization, it is decidedly friendly and positive. Determined to get a deal for Oh, Shit! by summer’s end, you are sure you won’t be here too long anyway. This thought plays over and over as you peck away on the keyboard.




After work one gray-sky evening, you head over to Williamsburg, where you will celebrate the birthday of Henry, whom you once dated for a year. Henry, with his pouty lips and shaved head, is striking. You love him for his goofy sense of humor and his earnestness, which often spills out in spite of himself.




Sometimes you and Henry reminisce about the “old days.” Although the time kept passing that year, you never got serious—which was why when he invited you to Puerto Rico to be his date at the wedding of his childhood friend, you were surprised. In the spirit of “What the hell?” you went. The trip had started perfectly. He brought you to an Irish bar in San Juan to meet his brother. The name of the bar, St. Mick’s, struck the two of you as ridiculously funny, mostly because someone, somewhere along the line, hadn’t realized that “mick” is a derogatory term for an Irish person. Just after, you met his extremely friendly parents; Henry warned you that they were conservative, very Catholic, and would likely assume that you were a serious contender. “No problem,” you said, dropping your bags in the guest room.
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