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Traces of him.


Pieces of them.


Images of the him she dreams of.


Like cardboard cut outs in the video rental
store.


Life sized, but flat, empty, hollow. A vague
simulacrum of what two people are or could be.


What two people used to be.


In reality, for her at least, what two
people never really were.


They were and would always be no more than
the cut out versions of a couple.


A coming attraction of what was down the
line, around the corner, coming soon to a first date near you.


Again, in reality, she was a life size cut
out on one side of the shop and he, well, he was a life sized cut
out somewhere in the city. On some street, some bar stool, in some
car, some restaurant far away from her cut out.


His cut out didn’t even know her cut
out.


Her cut out simply imagined his cut out.


As for a real relationship, she wasn’t sure
she was cut out for that.


When you stop and think about it. When you
are walking down these crowded streets, the head first humanity
pulsing by, running to work, running to life. If you stop, breath
deep, look at those faces, those bodies in motion, some young and
skipping vibrant joy across the sidewalks, some old, bent, holding
all of life on their delicate shoulders, hauling it with them every
step, every place they go. When you think about it, how many people
are in the same boat as she is? How many people long, dream, hope,
wish, plan, pray and do it in complete solitude? Do it alone in
dark rooms, or at kitchen tables across from empty chairs. How
populated is her aloneness?


Martin, her best friend. Her tall, handsome,
interesting, outgoing, educated, deeply gay best friend was never
alone it seemed to her. He was always going to a party, having a
fight with a lover, meeting for drinks. He was never alone. He
tried, she knew, to make her less alone. He invited her, cajoled
her, enticed her, warned her and yet, she rarely accepted. But he
always tried and that was why he was her best friend. She had
wished, when they first met, that he would be more than that. That
he would be her boyfriend. That had been a potentially horrific
situation and yet, Martin was so graceful, so perfect, in his
behavior that it turned out to be a strong friendship instead.


***


It had been on one of the last times she had
accepted an invitation. A party, a cocktail party. She had stared
at the invitation for the entire week. There was no need to RSVP,
the place would be full and there would always be welcomed room for
more. No worries about that. No worries about arriving and the host
suddenly having to set another place at the table.


The people at these cocktail parties would
flood like waves in and out of every door, into every room. There
would enough food, enough drink, enough conversation to last for
twenty nights on end. If she didn’t show, it would have about as
much affect as if she had shown. But, her mother had arranged the
invitation, another in the long line of motherly efforts to get her
into the world, get her to be seen, get her a social calendar.


Her mother had a social calendar and she
couldn’t understand, for the life of her, why, Sabrina, her only
daughter, did not have a social calendar. Sabrina wondered if she
would have to have a separate calendar on her desk for a social
calendar or if you could combine the same calendar where you wrote
in your dentist appointment, your lady doctor visit, your period.
Could she combine the two or would there be a special one, a
leather bound one, probably red, that was used only for the social
events? This question troubled her, seemed like too much work and
so, she didn’t bother with a social calendar.


“I have secured you an invitation to the
Balcorrey cocktail party,” her mother had said on the phone, barely
able to control her excitement, “put it in your calendar.” So she
had. She wrote, in pencil, right under the note to remind her to
return Mona Lisa Smiles to the video store, Balcorrey Cocktail
party. When the physical invitation came in the mail, she had
opened it, touched the raised gold lettering, checked for the RSVP
request and then, she placed it on the fridge under a magnet of the
Coliseum in Rome. She looked at it for the week. She debated. She
struggled. She picked out her dress. She put the dress away. She
picked out the shoes, the jewelry, she put the shoes and the
jewelry away. The night before, she took it all out again and
decided she would go.


The following morning, she decided against
it. That afternoon she decided for it. That evening she decided
against it and then, she was walking up the stairs to the Balcorrey
cocktail party. She really had no idea how she had gotten there.
Her mother was there, by the entrance, looking stunning, surrounded
by people, being the center of whatever was going on. When her
mother saw her, her eyes lit up. She broke from her circle of
worshipers and glided across the marble floor to her one and only
daughter.


“Hello, Mother,” Sabrina said, looking
around the beautiful, crowded and yet still spacious house.


“You are here,” her mother said, “darling
girl I am so glad you’re here.” Sabrina braced. Normally when her
mother was so kind, she followed it immediately with some back
handed remark. This was the norm and one of the reasons why Sabrina
demurred from social gatherings. Especially ones that her mother
would also attend. Since her mother attended or organized basically
every social gathering in the city, it was a good bet that Sabrina
would see her.


“Sabrina,” her mother said, putting a hand
to her chest as if holding her heart in. Sabrina, braced. Clenched
her fists. Clamped her jaw down. Held her breath, waited for it.
“You look absolutely stunning tonight.” She had not expected that.
Sabrina released her breath in a loud gust.


“Oh,” she said, relieved, shocked, “thank
you, mother.” Her mother gave her a very careful one armed hug, the
other arm, attached to the hand that held a cocktail, was not
engaged in the hug. Sabrina did not mind this time. This time, her
mother had said something kind. This, Sabrina thought, would be a
good evening. She was suddenly happy she came. The evening
continued light, easy and positive.


She met people, held conversation, which was
rare for her and, mid way through the night, she met Martin. She
was instantly taken by his good looks, his kind manner and his
sense of humor. He seemed to like her for her, and after having a
drink standing beside him, making a few funny observations about
various people, he took her hand.


“You are fun,” he said to her, “you’re
staying with me tonight.” She was thrilled and they had just a
splendid time together. When it got late, when they were both done
mixing, mincing and chatting, when they had both consumed enough
cocktails to make everything funny, they decided to get a cab and
go home. In the cab, she rested her head on his shoulder and he had
slipped his arm around her. She felt comfortable, warm, cared for.
When the cab reached her place, she told him to come up, he said he
couldn’t, early morning and she climbed back into the cab.


He questioned this move and she responded
that she was under the impression that she was staying with him
that night. Things could have gone bad, but he was a gentleman. He
got out of the cab with her, sent the cab away and walked her to a
close by coffee shop. There, he explained that he was gay and he
was sorry if he had give her the wrong impression. He hadn’t, of
course, the impression came from Sabrina herself. She was
humiliated and told him so, called him several unkind names and
fled the coffee shop. Back in her place, she wept and tossed the
cocktail dress to the floor in her large closet. She vowed never to
leave her house again.


***


She was awoken the following morning, very
early, by the doorbell. Her head was pounding as she put on her
robe, padded down the stairs and opened the door. There he was, the
lovely Martin. He was wearing sunglasses, looked a little worse for
wear and had coffee and a bag from Carabelli’s bakery.


“What do you want,” she groused at him.


“A place to sit down, drink coffee and eat
pastry,” he said, “I have a terrible hang over, how about you?” She
shrugged, stepped aside, let him in, led him to the kitchen and
that was the beginning of her closest, longest lasting,
friendship.


Friendships are good. Especially a friend
like Martin and yet they don’t fill the blanks that a romance, a
lover and boyfriend would fill.


***


“Boyfriend,” she said to Martin one late
Sunday afternoon as they sat at an outdoor table having brunch. “Am
I too old for that?” He looked at her over the rim of his large,
overstuffed Bloody Mary.


“If you are ,then what does that mean for
me?” She smiled.


“No, I mean the term, boyfriend,” she
explained, “can I use that term? I am certainly no longer a girl. I
mean, lord knows, I have fought and clawed and earned my right to
be called a woman, so I don’t think I can look myself in the mirror
if I allow myself to be called someone’s girlfriend.” He sipped his
cocktail, munched a piece of celery and listened. He always
listened. He listened and took things seriously, something she
admired and appreciated about Martin.


“So, if I am woman... would I have a
man-friend?” That sat in the air between them. He tried it out, l
saying the phrase man-friend. Introducing various, fictional people
to her as his man-friend. It didn’t feel right, sound right.


“No, not working,” she said, “especially if
I end up with a guy named Manfred. Hello, nice to meet you, this
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