

[image: ]



PRAISE FOR EXPOSURE
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New York
June 27, 1992

As the taxi cuts through the rain, Ann struggles out of her black skirt, keeping her eyes on the driver as she hurries to free the heel of her black satin pump. She kicks the crumpled garment under the front seat as he lunges out his window to yell at a street vendor. He mutters obscenities, weaves in and out of the heavy traffic; sweat runs down the back of his hairy neck and rings his collar. She hopes he isn’t going to be a problem.

Sitting in her blouse and slip, Ann examines the spot where she inadvertently nicked the dark green suede of the new skirt when she pried off the alarm device. She rubs the nap with her finger, and satisfied that the offending mark is nothing a stiff brush won’t remove, struggles into the narrow skirt, lurching back and forth awkwardly in the seat as she pulls it up over her hips. It’s snug—a perfect fit that leaves no room for lingerie—and Ann discards first her short slip and then her underpants, arranging them flirtatiously, like dropped handkerchiefs, over the hump in the middle of the car’s floor. She’ll remember to keep her legs crossed. Besides, everyone will be looking at the bride, not at her. Even now, she thinks, the world is still mesmerized by a woman in a white dress.

The steaming summer storm obscures the facades of buildings, rendering them blank and flat and erased, like the expressions on the faces of the people they pass. Caught unprepared for a downpour, they twist newspapers or shopping bags into makeshift rain gear. Watching them, Ann buttons the skirt’s tight waistband and settles back against the vinyl seat. The driver makes a sudden illegal turn, and Ann is thrown against the door, interrupting her fantasy about the next passenger: she envisions a stolid banker in pinstripes, his surprise as he notices the crumpled slip washing up over the toes of his wingtipped shoes. Will he retrieve her underpants from the car’s floor and press them to his mouth? Will he keep them, snapping them into his attaché?

Ann has turned her clothes loose over the city in the past month. Blouses, dresses, trousers, lingerie. Silk camisoles and brassieres, leggings still musky and moist-crotched, smelling of sex. She leaves her slacks like firemen’s dungarees, legs neatly accordioned as if to receive a new occupant, their posture conveying a sense of urgency. Once she left a pair of beige linen walking shorts with a surprising flower of blood between the legs, red and rank—a woman’s little emergency.

Traffic jam; Ann is alerted by the car’s sudden deceleration. She looks up to see the eyes of the driver in the rearview mirror. Perhaps he saw her, perhaps he was watching as she removed cuticle clippers from her camera bag and cut the tags from the skirt’s satin lining. Did he see that the garment didn’t come from a shopping bag?

He turns around and peers with frank curiosity through a ragged orifice in the dull Plexiglas separating the front and rear seats. “Whatdja do, steal it?” he asks.

Ann returns his gaze levelly. “Yes,” she says.

The driver nods, says nothing.

Ann adjusts the skirt over her legs, smooths it down and looks away, out the wet window. When she looks back the driver’s dark eyes are trained on her reflection in his mirror. He nods again, and when there’s an opening, guns the cab into the left lane.

She picks up the crumpled price tags from the seat and tears them into little pieces, drops them, along with the little envelope that contains spare buttons for the skirt, out the window. She’s late, as usual. The wedding is scheduled to start in less than half an hour; she’s paid to record the occasion and still has to stop at her loft and grab the backup videocamera and battery pack.

Maybe her assistant is already there, maybe the rain will have slowed everyone else down. Maybe someday her life will be in order.


Texas, 1975

Forget it. It isn’t right.” The muscle in her father’s jaw clenched and unclenched in anger, frustration.

“What isn’t right?” Ann sat up and pulled a shirt around her. One of his work shirts, it was too big, and the cuffs dropped to her knees as she stood. “What?”

“It. It. God damn it. Nothing. Nothing is working.”

Ann followed him out of the studio, ten paces behind him, not daring to draw closer, her bare feet cold on the cement floor. She walked into the glow of the red safelights over the darkroom sink, where he sat on the black metal stool, elbow on the counter, cheek on hand, eyes closed, wearing a familiar exasperated expression.

“Papi. Papi? Come back. I’ll do it better. I wasn’t concentrating.”

He opened his eyes, looked at her as if without recognition, eyes betraying nothing. “No,” he said slowly. “It won’t work, Ann. You’re too old. I can’t use someone with, with—” He stopped, put out his hands in a gesture of helpless dismay, palms up and empty. Dropped them into his lap. “Breasts,” he said.

“Papi!” Her laugh was too loud in the cool, quiet room, falsely lighthearted. “They’re not new! I’m sixteen! Besides, I’m so skinny they hardly show. You said before it didn’t matter.”

“Yes. Well, now I’m saying it does. And other things show.”

Ann put her arms into the shirt’s sleeves, looked down. There were only two buttons left, and she held it closed over her chest.

“There’s the razor for other things,” she said finally.

“Put your clothes on, Ann,” her father said, and he stood and held out his arm almost formally, showing her the door.


New York
June 29, 1992

On the Monday following the wedding Ann drags into the office at a quarter to two, video cartridges in hand. Just thinking of the editing that will be required to transform tapes of the tearful bride and nervous groom into the quintessential happy couple makes her tired; the image of the distraught father standing amidst trays of canapés under the sodden reception tent wondering how, on the day that he spent thirty thousand dollars for a party, it could rain. It’s up to Ann to render what she has recorded into a happy, if inexact, memory.

June is like this. Celebrations are booked as much as a year in advance, and every employee of Visage Video is overextended and irritable, everyone except their unflappable, black receptionist. Ann leans over the little wall around Theo’s desk, interrupting his reading of an unsavory-looking novel, a battered paperback with a lurid cover. Theo is twirling one of his many braids with one hand and turning the pages of the book with the other.

“Hi,” she says, and he slowly looks up from the book, his manner betraying no embarrassment over his choice of reading material.

“I need a jump,” she says.

“How much?” he asks. “A gram? Two?”

Theo is the only receptionist that Visage has managed to keep for more than a month. He chews bubble gum compulsively, manicures his nails on his typing table, uses the company’s incoming lines to keep up with his complex social life, watches his Watchman, stares out the window, and incidentally answers calls and greets visitors. He also deals crystal meth—speed—between eleven and two on Mondays.

“Not good for you, honey,” Theo says to Ann. “I never knew your sugar was fucked. Benny told me.” Benny is one of Ann’s partners, one of the four who own Visage Video.

Ann pulls her wallet from her camera bag. “I want three,” she says. “Still thirty each?”

“Yeah,” Theo nods. “I guess you didn’t hear me,” he says. He looks innocently around the empty reception area as Ann counts off five twenties, crisp from the bank machine, and hands them to him. Despite Theo’s pornographic novels and myriad dissipations, he looks genuinely incapable of sin, like a huge child in costume. No one would suspect that he deals.

“No change, sweetie,” he says.

“That’s okay, I’ll take credit.” From Theo’s large, smooth hand Ann accepts a particularly embarrassing magazine featuring gay sex; the drug, in three tiny Ziploc bags, will be folded into the “personals” pages. Though Ann and Theo have been acquaintances for five years, the transaction of even a small-change drug deal demands protocol, and the magazine and money switch hands at the same instant.

“Thanks,” Ann says.

“I’m serious, sweetheart.” Theo shakes his large head at her, braids wagging. “I’m not in the preaching business, God knows, but you seem like exactly the girl who shouldn’t be messing around with this kind of temptation. I’m a strapping boy, but look at you, you’re just a slip of a thing.” He lowers his voice into a Truman Capote drawl, mimicking the infamous lisp with uncanny accuracy. “It’s nasty, you know. You heard what happened to that Carolyn girl, that little hole she scratched in her neck. You haven’t seen her around lately, have you?”

Office gossip, more gruesome with each retelling, has it that one of the assistants succumbed one night to the sensation of bugs crawling on her skin, an unfortunate side effect of meth addiction. The most promising of their apprentices, she made the mistake of equating a disordered life with an artistic one, and her parents took her back to Hoboken.

Ann smiles and shrugs. “You know what they say—I can quit anytime I want.” She tucks the magazine into her bag.

“Yeah, right.” Theo cracks his gum and blows a big pink bubble which he bursts and sucks back into his mouth. His lips have an unsettling, childlike beauty, and Ann finds it challenging to picture them in acts such as those undoubtedly featured in the novel he holds.

“Your funeral,” he says. Two calls come in at once, and rather than choose between the blinking buttons, Theo disconnects both of them. “Tie goes to the receptionist,” he smiles.

Ann goes into the bathroom. She is Theo’s boss, but the fact that he is her dealer disrupts the power hierarchy, and Theo can afford to look unindustrious, even cavalier. Benny wants to fire him, but Ann figures Visage has too much business anyway. They can hardly keep up; whoever called will call back.

Sitting on the closed lid of the toilet, Ann takes the magazine from her bag and flips to the folded page. A series of diagonal creases transforms the columns of personal ads into a clever envelope which she unfolds to reveal three little bags of sparkling white powder held fast to the page with tape. Ann carefully unsticks the bags and crams the magazine into the metal sanitary container. She uses the tip of the smallest blade of her army knife to lift just one-tenth of the powder from one of the bags, and with a steady hand she puts the knife’s dull point under her tongue. She salivates in response to the powder’s bitterness, involuntarily making a face. The crystal will be absorbed by capillaries in her mouth, taking just a little longer to hit than it would if she inhaled it. Drugs may not be cool anymore, but according to what she read in May’s “Addiction” column in Lear’s magazine, she’s succumbed to what is fast becoming the nineties drug. She’s a trendsetter. Ha.

Impatient for the kick, still she cannot bring herself to snort the powder: her sinuses are too close to her eyes, and she worries that the amphetamine, which constricts blood vessels and raises blood pressure, could attack her retinas more easily from the proximity of her nose. Ann’s retinas have deteriorated in the past year, a secondary symptom of diabetes. “Early BDR,” as Dr. Ettinger called it, frowning meaningfully. Background diabetic retinopathy.

Aware that she is rotten to her body, Ann tries to be conscientious about her eyes. She wears UV-filter sunglasses whenever she’s outside, even in winter; she doesn’t miss any of her frequent checkups. She knows Theo is right—speed is one of the worst addictions a diabetic could have. Not that the disease leaves much room for dissipation, and Ann doesn’t take speed every day. In fact, until last month, she hadn’t taken any for years.

Still, like her camera—hidden in a camera, actually—her crystal is with her at ail times, a safeguard against bad moods. Every once in a while, lately, Ann feels desperate enough that she thinks of walking off the roof. She tells herself that crystal is a kind of crisis intervention.

The three little bags fit easily into the space behind one of the mirrors in her Rolleiflex, which broke a number of years ago and which she has never bothered to have repaired; she had already switched her allegiance to the Leica. Ann isn’t doing any still photography these days, but she always carries her bag, and an intruder would never think to look in her clever cache: she even leaves it lying open under Carl’s scrutiny, in close quarters with his wheat grass and lentils, his jars of brewer’s yeast. It’s foolproof.

Since crystal excites and confuses her sugar metabolism, Ann skips her insulin when she knows she’s going to do a hit. Her blood sugar plummets even without the correction of the shot, so she carries candy with her and tries to remember to eat it. The drug makes her irritable, impatient, gives her diarrhea, and though she cannot think of food, it causes a strange ravenousness that ends in a stomachache. On several occasions lately, Carl has found her curled, cramped and unhappy, on the couch, the diversion of a magazine or television ignored, even the stereo, which she plays almost nonstop, off. He’ll push some holistic cure on her like catnip tea. In that he thinks he’s treating indigestion, rather than the side effects of speed, his cures only make matters worse, adding nausea to her woes, but she says nothing. A few hours of euphoric energy are worth it, all of it.

There. There. She feels it: fingers tingling, heart fluttering, mood lifting. Now, she thinks, it’s time for Bergdorf Goodman and Company. She smears some makeup over the circles under her eyes and runs a brush through her long, red hair before she quits the bathroom. Hurrying past Theo’s desk, she winks at his knowing smirk and runs upstairs to get business over with. She should edit tape while the wedding is fresh in her memory, but it’s already after two and she needs at least an hour at Bergdorf’s.

There are a number of messages on the spindle next to the empty flower vase on her desk, and she shuffles through and discards them, returning only the call from her husband.

“Listen, Carl,” she says to the machine at his office, “I can’t get home by seven tonight, I’ve got a christening at five-thirty and—” Carl’s voice comes on the line, the machine uttering an electronic squeal of protest at the interruption, and she says, “Oh, you’re there.”

“Why are you going to be late again?” Carl’s voice sounds thick, as if she woke him from a nap.

“What are you doing in the office?” Ann says. “I thought you were looking for a mantel for the place on Ninety-third.”

“Found what I wanted at the first stop.” He yawns audibly.

Carl renovates buildings, mostly nineteenth century brownstones and limestones of heroic proportions—the rich expansiveness of a long-ago New York. He buys houses in disrepair, fixes them, and sells them: always in love with a new find, he can part with the old ones without too much grief. This summer he’s working on a mansion, an old consulate building on the east side of the park, one whole floor given over to a ballroom. It’s been six months and still the job is not done, but Carl is so exacting that he’s fired, to date, seventeen subcontractors. In the current bottom market he’s not in a hurry to sell, but, like Ann’s work, Carl’s isn’t really affected by the general economy. His potential buyer is someone too rich to notice the misery of a recession, either that or an opportunist whose fortunes are multiplied by the collapse of others’. In any case, Carl is involved with the house itself, not its potential value. He always says that a buyer will turn up. In his faith he is happy to work slowly, and by himself for the time being, on the thirty-seven room edifice. For the past few weeks he’s been stripping baseboards in the hallways with a heat gun. Lying on his side with his head on a pillow, a mask over his nose and mouth, he’s removing coats of institutional latex paint from the burled walnut, remains of the building’s long tenure as a Montessori school. When his hands cramp, he goes out in search of fixtures and architectural details plundered from other old buildings. Generally, Carl oversees the work of hired craftsmen, but it’s hard to find people as meticulous as himself.

“Why can’t you edit some other time?” he asks now, sounding grumpy. “I haven’t seen you for days.”

Ann sits on her desk while she talks, swinging her leg, fidgeting. She can picture Carl in his storefront office on lower Broadway, two Corinthian columns from a condemned church framing the doorway and reaching up to the building’s third floor. He’s got the receiver caught between chin and shoulder while he picks paint and varnish out from under his fingernails. Over his desk are his degrees, a masters in American history, another in English. “So why do you fix up houses?” she had asked on first meeting him, and he laughed. “To make money,” he said. “I planned to be a history professor, but after five years I realized I wasn’t going to finish my dissertation.” A man who takes satisfaction in using his hands, Carl is at peace with his compromise. He would tell anyone who asked that instead of talking about history, he preserves it.

“I’ll get away after the christening,” Ann says to him. “I’ll call you later from the church.” She raises her eyebrows at Benny, who’s flapping a little piece of paper at her from the other side of the office they share. “Carl,” she says, “I have to go. Benny’s giving me the evil eye. Love you.” She hangs up and stands.

Tomorrow is Carl’s thirty-sixth birthday, one they agreed to celebrate quietly since last year Ann threw him a surprise party from which their loft never completely recovered. Still, nothing is simple, and she has three stops to make after the christening. They’re leaving early tomorrow for a summer picnic in the Berkshires and the rental car is reserved, but she needs to pick up the new wallet she bought him and left to have monogrammed; she has to get to the bakery by six-thirty for the carrot cake, also inscribed; and she wants to stop at Kwik Kopy.

A wallet was what Carl said he wanted, but she hates giving gifts that aren’t a surprise, so she’s created her own currency to enclose. Written on each of three little cards, in an arc above a perfect imprint of Ann’s lipsticked, puckered mouth, are the words Good For One Blow Job; under the lips, her best guess at the Latin translation: Fellatio Gratis. She knows the offering will amuse Carl—bed is one place they’ve always been light-hearted and enthusiastic—and the phrases are rendered prettily in calligraphy. To prevent smudges she’ll run each card through the self-service laminating machine at the Xerox shop, out of the sight of any other customer.

Meanwhile, Benny. “Hey,” she says to him as he walks over and hands her a car service voucher with the address of Riverside Church scrawled in the blank. Ann looks at it and hands the voucher back.

“I don’t know why you won’t just take the contracted cars,” he says. “I’m sick of processing all these cab rides. Besides, you lose half the receipts you claim. No one else does this, everyone hates cabs. What’s it with you? Take a car service to the jobs, it’s cheaper, it makes for more profit. Profit for you.”

“Look,” Ann says. “The cabs are always there. You go when you want instead of waiting. And I don’t like having some guy sitting there while I’m working, it makes me nervous. I hate looking out the window and seeing him slouched in one of those black sedans, his elbow out the window, donut wrappers on the dashboard.” She talks fast and says too much, as she tends to when she’s hopped.

Benny rolls his eyes. “So why don’t you take the subway like you always used to?” he says. “Not that I approve of your running around underground with expensive equipment.

“Remember?” he goes on when she doesn’t respond. “You used to love the subway. It was such a bargain, you said, it was faster than surface streets. It was the great stage upon which the drama of life was played. It was this; it was that.” He turns back to his own desk, a polished, slate-topped expanse.

“I’ll tell you why,” Ann says, following him. “I can’t take the pressure, the drama. There’s always someone acting out, and last time I took the subway I was groped by a guy who handed me what looked like a business card but on it was written ‘If you are what you eat, then tomorrow you’ll be me.” Ann cracks the bubble gum she cadged from Theo. “I attrack these weirdos.”

She is, of course, unable to disclose the real reason she’s been taking cabs—that she changes into stolen clothes en route to appointments—and she seems to be having this transportation argument with Benny almost once a week now. “So, tell me, what would you do?” she asks.

“I would take the car service,” he says slowly, enunciating each syllable with hostile precision. He looks at Ann as she stands before him, cracking her gum, chewing fast, and his face betrays some inner debate, thick blond eyebrows meeting in concentration. Finally he says simply, “Are you okay?”

“Of course. Why not? You asked why I don’t take the subway anymore, I answered. Perfectly normal human interaction, right?”

“Sure,” Benny says, sighing. “Right. Suit yourself. You will anyway.” He consults the Visage calendar, a huge book bound in red leather. “You’ve got Andy tonight,” he says, rubbing fiercely at his perenially bloodshot blue eyes.

“Have him meet me there,” she says. “I’ve got to do an errand on the way.”

“Sure you do,” he says, and he looks up at her again, his eyes searching behind her sunglasses, his freckled arms folded over his chest.

Ann knows Benny feels sorry for her, and she has intentionally cultivated his pity, a response she generally abhors, because his sympathy is useful. Courting his indulgence—her moodiness, tardiness, her demands for special considerations—Ann has implied that her diabetes is far worse than it is; that, in fact, her days are numbered. She paints an affecting picture of metabolic crashes and attendant ravages of mental and physical well-being. Consequently, Benny’s response to her varies between anger and a sort of confused, irritated tolerance. She’s sorry about the friction; in fact, she likes Benny, prefers him to her other partners.

Visage Video is booming. Booming, even in a recession. Founded in 1985 after an excited, late-night plan concocted by four out-of-work photographers, alumni of the same fine arts program, the company has doubled and then tripled in size, outgrowing office space and booking calendars. The partners still work, but only on exclusive assignments—society functions, parties given for movie stars. It’s a curious service they provide, the recording of weddings and christenings, other people’s celebrations. The consummation of such rites once rested in the kiss between a bride and groom, the light rain of holy water on a baby’s face. Now it’s the nearly silent whir of tape through a camcorder that ensures the experience is real: the presence of a hired acolyte with his eye to the viewfinder of a magic device. And the resulting ability to play the experience back, to guard against some future famine of love or hope.

The birthday parties and anniversaries, the awards dinners and christenings, Ann can do without. She loves recording weddings. It’s as if she is the only one who actually sees what happens, who really experiences the rite. The people involved are too nervous to know what’s going on, and the one performing the ceremony—the pastor, the rabbi, the justice of the peace—has usually done so many of them that he says the words by rote, lips moving, eyes focused inward.

Ann never gets tired of weddings. She sees that kiss, watches the bride’s face, the groom’s hands as he lifts the veil: the instant described by the church as a sacrament, flesh bound to flesh, as mysterious as bread becoming the body of Christ. Not that Ann actually believes in it all. Ann loves Carl, but their flesh is not one. Carl would have a nervous breakdown at the very thought that Ann’s self-polluting appetites might be attached to his body.

Still, even if Ann isn’t a romantic, she enjoys what she can make of a wedding. She edits hours of tape down to a perfectly choreographed ninety minutes that reveal each participant at his or her best. She’s the only one of Visage’s videographers who finishes her own work, dubbing and redubbing until the ceremony is a seamless success. Even a disappointing wedding like last Saturday’s drenched fiasco is transformed by Ann into a happy memory. She makes of a wedding what she imagines the bride fantasized it would be, what the bride’s parents paid a fortune to realize, what the groom expected, the attendants looked forward to; she weaves a fairy tale for the tiny ring bearer and flower girl.

Ann leaves Visage in her usual flurry, hoping her assistant, Andy, is up to speed today. He’s often too lazy to be of much use to her, almost an impediment to accomplishing anything. It takes him so long to do the simplest chore, to load a cassette, to plug in a light; she is ten times faster. He’s been known to bring batteries that aren’t charged; he screws up the log of the participants, which she needs to use later for the titles. He’s not like the peppy Carolyn. Visage employs nine “associates,” four tape editors, and twelve assistants who caddy for the videographers—about thirty people plus the hippest receptionist in town.

Thinking about Theo’s tart comment, your funeral, Ann hopes he hasn’t traded confidences with Benny. Her partner’s compassion might be adversely affected by the notion of her being … well, not an addict—not exactly.

————

She takes a cab down Broadway to Columbus Circle, bails out in a traffic jam, runs three blocks along Central Park South, heading east to Bergdorf’s on Fifth. If she’s not going to be late, she has about half an hour before she has to head back uptown for the christening. Running in the heat, her heart pounding anxiously from the crystal, one day she’ll drop from a coronary in Grand Army Plaza, right under the gilded nose of General Sherman’s equestrian statue: dead before she even gets to Bergdorf’s.

She dodges between a bus and a limousine, bounds over the sidewalk, bursts through the store’s northeast door, pulls her Walkman off and stuffs it into her bag so she can concentrate.

Of all the stores she loves, Ann loves this store best: everything about the place, the pilasters with their whimsical capitals of winged nudes, the plaster beadwork and chandeliers, the thickly padded, pearly gray carpet. Built on the original site of the Vanderbilts’ one hundred and forty-four room mansion, Bergdorf Goodman and Company’s first floor is high-ceilinged and well-appointed, more like a grand residence than a store.

When she isn’t actually involved in a criminal pursuit, Ann fantasizes about stealing, and she always imagines herself in Bergdorf’s. Sometimes she even dreams about it, and in the dreams most of the action takes place on the ground floor. Last night, she realizes, she was slipping through this very department, running down the aisles of belts and jewelry, heading, even as she is now, for the escalator.

Every time Ann does drugs, she ends up shoplifting.

She does a quick survey from the vantage of the six flights of moving stairs en route to the ladies’ lounge on the top floor. Usually, half the reason for going to the bathroom is to look in the mirror, but since the store offers hundreds of reflections along the nacreous, frosted glass walls of the moving staircase, that’s not her immediate motive. Crystal makes Ann have to pee about every half hour. Between that and what it does to her stomach, she really has got to cut back; she can’t afford to take it as often as she has lately. She’s thin anyway, but she sees that she’s getting a little gaunt, even for her. Her gray eyes look too big, her chin too sharp.

The rest room has real furnishings, not the usual ladies’ room vinyl chair and couch that looks like it belongs in a shrink’s office. There’s a tasteful trio of antique ballroom chairs, a divan of chintz and cherry wood and a marble and mahogany vanity at which a woman is busily applying foundation. Spread before her is a battery of cosmetics; she looks as if she has just washed her face in preparation to start from scratch.

Ann passes by in a wind of motion and latches a stall door behind her. She can hear the lounge attendant humming as she scrounges in the bottom of her camera bag for her nasal spray, her fingers groping through all the pseudoephedrine tablets she has rolling around in the bottom of the bag. Last week she recorded the fiftieth birthday party of the bouffant-haired star of a sixties sitcom, multiple face-lifts disharmonizing the famous rerun face; and on a trip to the bathroom Ann discovered a veritable stockpile of over-the-counter drugs. No one has sinus problems so pernicious that she’d keep over five hundred doses of Sudafed on hand. Ann recognized the cache of an addict and lifted the contents of two bottles, dumping the little red pills into her camera bag and leaving the empty vessels as a message of her discovery. Pseudoephedrine isn’t bad, a sort of thready, nervous, industrious high, but it’s a weak sister to crystal, and she stole it more for fun than from the desire for a chemical she can buy at any drugstore.

She finds the nose spray and, when she finishes peeing, inhales two long squirts. After a bad cold last month, she’s also addicted to whatever’s in nose spray, oxymetazoline something, and can’t stand not being able to breathe out of her nostrils. She doesn’t want to know how the stuff does what it does; like crystal, it works too well to be good for you.

“Damn,” she says, a little too loudly in the quiet rest room. What about the curse? It’s really late, and she’s been careless about birth control this month, using her diaphragm without the Ortho goop because she keeps forgetting to buy a tube. Maybe she’ll find a bathroom at the church and check again before the christening.

Ann’s period is irregular, she never knows when it’s coming. Last time she happened to be in Bergdorf’s, where most of the ladies’ lounge attendants now recognize her. She needed a tampon, and the woman opened the door to the big mahogany wardrobe opposite the clean row of sinks and retrieved one from a little bag. “Here, honey,” she said, her expression that of an indulgent governess. Ann offered change in return, but the woman refused. This time she’s two weeks late. Still, she reminds herself, it’s not a crisis. Why would she be on time for that and nothing else?

Ann zips up, her pants, her bag. She bursts out of the stall, glances in the mirror, and then she’s out of the lounge and into the store, where all the women seem to have a look of studied fatigue. No one else in Bergdorf’s ever seems in a hurry, and Ann checks her accelerated passage through the departments; she must not call attention to herself. By the time she has ridden down the escalators a few floors to the designer boutiques, she has forced herself to slow down to a languid stroll.

Ann’s stealing depends on her photographic memory. She can recreate in her mind any store’s floor plan, knows just where every corner and corridor and display case lies. She can lift something and outwit the detectives as she swiftly navigates the maze of the store.

Now she drifts through the designer collections, which are always underpopulated, at least from the perspective of a thief. Figuring the employee-to-patron ratio at about one to one, both equally well-dressed and unhurried, Ann must concentrate to tell the two apart.

Everyone wanders among the racks of opulent garments, placed among club chairs and coffee tables, the occasional sofa glutted with brocade cushions, all resting on an immaculate expanse of thick carpet. Bergdorf’s is a country of women. The few men in evidence appear as envoys from without, and look either like movie producers or homosexuals in fancy dress. The occasional bored spouse slumps in an armchair; a gigolo leans admiringly on his patron’s arm.

After figuring the options and lingering over an entirely too-well-guarded silk skirt in the Ungaro boutique, Ann wanders through the Christian Lacroix clothes, feigning interest in a playfully patterned chemise. She begins to plan her attack.

Next to her, a faded blond woman is fingering the sleeve of a hot-pink bolero. The woman looks put-upon, furious with life, but the merchandise seems to mollify her. With its red collar, appliquéd flowers, and whimsical insect buttons, the cropped pink jacket is a garment Ann wouldn’t usually choose, but perhaps it would be fun to wear this evening. In less than two hours she’ll be recording the christening of a Wall Street trader’s firstborn, and the man has invited half the city to the event. The jacket will be perfect in the richly dressed crowd.

She cases the other boutiques on the fourth floor and returns to Lacroix. Watches the blond woman make eye contact with a saleslady who’s hovering.

“I’d like to see this in a six,” the woman says, and the saleslady takes a key dangling from a long, violet ribbon around her neck. She unlocks the tiny padlock at the end of a slender, plastic-sheathed cable that connects the jackets to the rack. Checking inside the collars for the right size, she hands a jacket to the woman. The exacting customer tries it on, looks at herself in the triple mirrors, turning slowly to the right and to the left. She buttons it, unbuttons it, and takes it off. “It isn’t right,” she says.

As the blond woman wanders away, idly stroking the sleeves of other jackets as she leaves the department, the saleslady rehangs the garment. Ann rehearses the line she’s thought of and approaches. “I’m sure I saw this same jacket in Vogue, exactly this same one, but in green. Can you check for me? With red hair I really can’t wear bright pink.”

The saleslady frowns in thought. “I don’t think it comes in any other color,” she says, shaking her head. The enameled Bergdorf Goodman employee brooch glints on her lapel, an obscure heraldic crest.

“I think it does,” Ann insists. “Could you just check?” She smiles and lets her hand rest on the older woman’s cuff for a moment, a daughter begging a mother’s kindness.

The saleslady shrugs. “I’ll see,” she says, and she goes around one of the pale green columns to the desk between Lacroix and Mizrahi. She picks up a telephone receiver.

Ann severs the security cable with her wirecutters, jams the tool back into her camera bag, looks to make sure the saleswoman isn’t returning, and tugs the size six jacket off the hanger. The cable slithers through its sleeve and drops to the floor. She crams the jacket in her bag and is off.

Everywhere she looks there are mirrors, and it’s hard to judge whether the thief or the store is better served by so many multiplying reflections. Ann can see someone’s approach from around a corner and can watch herself stealing; but then, so could someone else. And what if the mirrors are one-way, security guards sitting like fat, sly spiders behind them?

Ann runs. She slips through two long racks of faux fur coats left temporarily in the aisle, diving through the strangely slick and smooth corridor to the escalator, where she cuts in front of two dowagers weighed down by shopping bags. She streaks down the empty flights of moving stairs, jumping three at a time with her heart in her mouth. Escalators frighten Ann, but she never has time to wait for an elevator. On the second floor she hides in a wigwam of evening gowns to pry the alarm device off the red velvet collar, and then she slips casually down the last flight of the escalator, through cosmetics to the southeast exit.

Out. In less than two minutes from the time she cut the steel cable—one two-handed maneuver of the imported tungsten shears—Ann is standing on the corner of Fifth and Fifty-seventh, just across from Tiffany’s. She’s not even breathing hard. A well-dressed man in his fifties smiles at her hopefully; she ignores him. Her hand is inside her camera bag, touching the new jacket, feeling the buttons. It gets easier and easier.



Woman Sets
Self on Fire
at Museum

By ADRIAN SMARTT

NEW YORK, July 10. Contributing to the controversy surrounding next fall’s scheduled opening of a retrospective of the photographs of Edgar Rogers at the Museum of Modern Art, a young woman set herself on fire today in the museum’s sculpture garden. Flames were extinguished by security personnel, but not before the unidentified woman suffered severe burns, police said.

The incident was the latest in a series of occurrences that have clouded plans for the retrospective. “We were prepared for protests from feminists and various interest groups,” said museum spokesperson Holly Solomon, “but no one expected an event like this.” She added that she interpreted the early protest as evidence of the upcoming show’s cultural significance.

All this month, following an op-ed column in this paper by the publisher of Ms. magazine, crowds have gathered outside the museum to protest the exhibition of, in the words of one demonstrator, “work of an offensive and misogynist nature.”


Doused Hair with Kerosene

Until yesterday, the situation remained “deeply unpleasant but basically nonviolent and nondestructive,” Solomon said. Museum property was not damaged, although an enameled steel sculpture by Alexander Calder suffered scorches and will have to be cleaned.

The woman, clad only in underpants and a tee-shirt bearing the name “Ann Rogers,” the late photographer’s daughter and longtime model, was reported to have doused her hair with kerosene before setting it on fire at the east end of the museum’s sculpture garden. In front of those eating in the museum’s crowded café and hundreds who flocked to the nearly 18,000 square feet of windows overlooking the garden, the young woman’s act was, in the words of museum patron Betsy Feinstein, “unforgivably sad, and very ugly.”

Museum security put out the flames with a handheld fire extinguisher, but the woman suffered third-degree burns over 45 percent of her body, including her face. A bundle of clothes found in the first-floor women’s room included no money or identification.

The woman, approximately nineteen and of medium build, remains unidentified and is listed in critical condition at New York Hospital. Hospital spokesperson David Brockman said that the prognosis for such serious burns was poor. “We’re talking about a level of shock that the body may not be able to withstand,” he said. The patient, blinded by the damage to her optic nerves, remains unconscious.

Controversial Works in Show

Edgar Rogers, who committed suicide in 1978, left a body of work that has long been the focus of debate over the definitions of art and obscenity. Of his previously exhibited photographs, the more graphic include nudes of his daughter, Ann Rogers, some documenting self-mutilation and sexual play.

In a much publicized Milwaukee hearing in September of 1987, it was ruled that eleven of Rogers’s photographs featured in a show at that city’s Contemporary Arts Center were in fact works of art. The Arts Center was found not guilty of charges of lewd exhibition.

Given the controversial nature of the Rogers photographs already seen by the public, rumors that


Show to Open Early
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