Charlotte’s Side of the Story

By MELISSA SENATE

Willy Collins wasn’t ugly. He was no Viggo  Mortensen, but then, who was? Willy had a great  nose, a Roman nose. He had strong eyebrows, too strong for his buggy, watery eyes, but they added something necessary to his face, which was on the flat side. He also had remarkably clean fingernails. I didn't usually spend my lunch hours picking apart someone's looks, but as Willy sat across from me in the Sixth Avenue diner, poking at his eggs and droning on about how Elizabeth wouldn't go out with him. I took the opportunity to study his face. It was a face I saw every day, well, Monday through Friday. We worked together at Pushkin Publishing. Elizabeth and I were editors (me: cookbooks; Elizabeth: travel guides) and also best friends, and Willy was the managing editor, which meant he was in charge of production and schedules and bossing us around, even though he wasn't our boss. I'd never really looked closely at Willy before; when you were late with a manuscript or hadn't turned in your cover concepts and Willy came knocking with his clipboard and monotone voice and a ten-minute lecture about sticking to schedules, you didn't look him in the eye. You looked everywhere else so that he'd get the hint and move on to the next unlucky editor. The problem with Willy, aside from everything else, was that he never got the hint. Nudnicks rarely did.

"The man has no social skills!" Elizabeth had yelped at our last company Christmas party, when Willy asked her to dance at least ten times, arguing with her each time she turned him down. 

ELIZABETH: Thanks, but no, Willy.

WILLY: [Shakes his hips] Oh, come on. I love this song!

ELIZABETH: [Tight smile] No, really, but thanks.

WILLY: [Shimmies shoulders so that his chest is practically against hers]Come on, one dance!

ELIZABETH: [Steps back. Can't tell him to fuck off because he's the managing editor] I really don't feel like dancing.

WILLY: [Grabs her hand] Sure you do!

ELIZABETH: [Shrieks at top of lungs] What part of NO don't you understand?

WILLY: [Blank stare. Smiles] That's funny! Did you just make that up?

ELIZABETH: Arrrrrrgh! [Stalks off]

This went on two more times until Elizabeth had had it and actually left. Not that Pushkin  parties were a blast, but there was an open bar and the new VP. of New Business Development, Fitz-something-or other, was Viggo-esque. 

Twenty minutes before lunch, I had come upon Willy and Elizabeth by the copy machine. I heard Elizabeth say, "Read my lips, Willy: NO. "Then she walked away, Willy sighing after her.

"Willy, there's more tuna in the sea," I'd said.

He rolled his eyes. "Then why won't any of the women I'm interested in go out with me? Charlotte, I'm forty years old. I've been ready to get married for years. I want kids, two—maybe even more. If Elizabeth would just give me a chance 

"When Willy moped, his whole face moped with him. The strong eye-brows drooped. Even the Roman nose retreated. But instead of looking like Elmer Fudd, he suddenly reminded me of the hound dog I'd had as a child.

Ready to get married years ago... two kids... maybe more"

Willy, do you want to know what I think?" I asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. "I think you could use a comfort meal. Lunch is my treat."

And so off we'd gone to the diner on Sixth Avenue, where I began counting his use of the word Elizabeth. I was up to twenty-two times.

"I've asked Elizabeth out at least ten, maybe twelve times in the past month," Willy said, cracking open his boiled eggs. "She always says no. I just don't get it."

"Willy, maybe she's just not attracted to you. I'm sure women have been interested in you and you haven't been attracted to them.

"He poked at the tops of his eggs. "No, that's never happened."

Oh.

He flagged down the waitress, who was struggling with a tray full of dirty plates and glasses. "These eggs are not soft-boiled," he told her. "A perfectly-cooked soft-boiled egg should be removed from the heat and set aside for exactly two minutes. These are at least five-minute eggs." The waitress stared at him. I wouldn't have been surprised if she grabbed the eggs and scooped out their mushy yokes onto his head. She asked if he wanted something else, and he snorted and said, "I can't eat anything anyway. I expect the eggs will be removed from the bill." She rolled her eyes and left, and Willy turned his attention back to me. "Has Elizabeth talked to you about me? You're her best friend. Do you think I have a chance?

"Were you recently dropped on your head?  I wanted to scream at him.

"I don't think so, Willy.

"He sighed. "I just don't get it. I'm so ready to get married and have a family. I'm tired of being alone." The buggy eyes began to mist.

I began arranging our imaginary baby's potential features. My doe eyes and his Roman nose. My heart-shaped face and his  I-Mean-Business eyebrows. My willowy frame (he was short and stout) and his healthy nails (I bit mine). Of course, there was always the chance that the baby would get my too-long nose and his buggy eyes. His flat face and my blah brown hair.

"There, there," I said and put my hand over his, adding an unmistakable caress. He glanced up at me slowly, shyly, those buggy eyes opening wide.

I'D KNOWN ELIZABETH for thirteen years, since she started at Pushkin as a twenty-two-year-old editorial assistant. Then twenty-seven and an assistant editor, I was the older, wiser one, and she often came to me for dating advice since I tended to look at life through my crystal clear glasses.

He talked about himself all through dinner? That's what men do.

He ogled the big-chested blonde at the next table? That's what men do.

You weren't attracted to him? 

You won't be in twenty years when he's bald and pot-bellied, so what's the diff?

Elizabeth liked to shake her head and laugh when I went off that way. "Charlotte, there's a fine line between practical and cynical. I think  you're crossing too far over."

I pshawed her. "Go rent the movie Two for the Road with Audrey Hepburn and Albert Finney. They go from making fun of long-married couples who don't talk in restaurants to being a long-married couple who don't talk in restaurants."

"It doesn't have to be that way," she said.

"Then why is it that way?" I asked her. "What's your parents' marriage like? I know what my parents' marriage is like."

She gnawed her lip, then smiled and shook her head. "Cynic," she sing-songed at me.

I was thirty-nine years old and had been dating since I was, what? Sixteen? That was twenty-three years. There's cynicism and then there's been there, done that. I hadn't always been so . . . pragmatic was the word I preferred. When I was young, in my teens and twenties, I had fun. An open mind. A big heart at the ready.

The guy was all wrong for me? What was a couple of months with a thirty-year-old grad student in philosophy who whispered life's big questions in my ear while making love to me on a futon?

Using me for sex? But he looked just like Colin Firth!

Won't commit? So? I was only twenty-five, twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight—

Which brought me to Nicholas, who told me I was The One until I discovered he had two other Ones. At thirty-two, when my very first maternal urge brought me to tears in Baby Gap, where I'd been buying my newborn niece a gift, I'd begun to wonder if I were doing something wrong.

I've been leaving it to chance, I'd realized during Thanksgiving dinner the year I turned thirty-five and was afraid to look too long or too hard at my aunt Rebecca, who was fifty-two, never married and burst into tears at the sight of children. Chance! For something so important as the rest of my life? And so I put a personal ad in New York magazine. Letters and pictures poured in. I had twenty-six first dates. I had only one second date, with a guy who told me he wasn't particularly bowled over by me on the first date but wanted to make sure with a second date; over Indian food he informed me he was sure. There were blind dates, too. Set up by friends, family, coworkers. Have an open mind! Just enjoy yourself! You're not marrying him, it's just lunch or dinner or a drink or coffee!

And it was. For a long time. Until now. Until thirty-nine. Until pure biology made it something else: a time issue. Until now, finding "the right guy" had always seemed like a real possibility. And when you were single, the possibilities were truly endless. Except when it came to whether or not you'd have a baby.

That people seemed to understand. When I said I wanted a baby, no one ever shook their head and accused me of wanting a man instead of a life. If you were single and thirty-nine (or, say, upwards of thirty-five) and dared admit that you wanted to have a baby, what people said, without meaning it, was, "Don't worry—you'll meet someone. He's out there.

"Where? And trust me, I looked. And looked and looked. He wasn't there. And according to the tick-tock of my biological clock and my gynecologist Dr. Flynn, it was now or never

"It's not now or never!" Elizabeth had assured me a few weeks ago, when I broke down in tears over the impending loss of opportunity, of choice, of hope to have a family, a husband and child. "It's now or international adoption!" she'd said. "Now or a sperm bank! Now or a gay friend who wants a kid too!

"THE GOSSIP BEGAN a week or so after my lunch with Willy. I was about to walk into the Pushkin Publishing kitchenette for some coffee when I heard my name.

"There's a rumor going around that Charlotte's dating Willy," I heard the editor in chief's assistant whisper.

I stood just to the side of the doorway, clutching my mug.

"Please," came Elizabeth's voice. "Charlotte's not desperate. Give the woman some credit!"  Elizabeth and I  were on the train to Chappaqua, heading to Samantha Siegel's baby shower. Samantha was a co-worker, a self-help editor who married one of her authors, a famous relationship guru. 

Elizabeth and I each carried matching Baby Gap shopping bags. I'd spent over an hour in the newborn section, marveling over tiny soft onesies in pale pink and baby blue.

"So, about this rumor going around about me and Willy Collins," I said to Elizabeth as we stepped off the train.

She smiled and shook her head. "I know. As if, right?"

"Actually, Elizabeth, Willy and I are dating.

"She laughed and strained her neck to look for street signs.

"I'm serious," I said, my cheeks hot—and not from embarrassment, but from anger. "Just because you didn't want to go out with him doesn't mean no other woman would, Elizabeth. Or maybe you expected him to pine for you forever?"

She stared at me, her own cheeks turning pink. She was assessing. Possibly waiting for me to say, Gotcha!"

We've gone out five or six times," I said. But I was well aware it was five times. Our sixth date was tonight.

"I didn't know you had a thing for Willy," she said, still assessing. Still waiting.

"He's single. He's forty. He wants to get married and a have a baby right away. He's just looking for the right woman."

"You're the right woman for Willy?" she asked.

"Who's the right person for anyone? The divorce rate is fifty percent, Liz. That means half of all couples think they're marrying the right person and it doesn't mean jack.

"She shook her head. "But the point is that they start out marrying someone they love—"

"I can love a life" I said. "I can love not sitting home on Valentine's Day or New Year's. I can love that I never have to hear my relatives tell me how bad they feel that I'm all alone, that 'my day will come, especially if I lose a few pounds and straighten my hair.' I can love that my mother will stop sending clippings for singles dances. I can love that I don't have to feel like no one chose me. I can love that I'll be engaged, married. That the option of having a baby isn't suddenly wrested away from me because I couldn't find the guy.

"I was too close to tears and I shut the hell up fast. Besides, we'd found Samantha's house. We stood in front of a huge pale yellow Colonial with flowers blooming everywhere.

She squeezed my hand. "Charl, I understand, okay? I'm thirty-four! Right behind you, sister. Look, I know you're just dating Willy to rule him out. I do that kind of thing all the time when my mom or sisters set me up on blind dates with guys I know I'd never be interested in." She smiled. "Look at us—arguing over Willy Collins! You're just dating the guy, for God's sake. It's not like you're going to marry him."

Oh no? Just watch me, I thought as Samantha, having to turn sideways to make room for us and her belly, welcomed us inside.

IT WAS FUNNY (strange, not ha-ha) how the sight of the ring moved me more than the proposal. It was a round solitaire, six prongs. And it sparkled. It sparkled and shined and I started to cry.

"I know," Willy said, the buggy eyes misting. "I made you the happiest woman on the earth."

In a way, yes, I thought. I had a ring. A suitable man got down on one knee, asked me to marry him, and held out a sparkling diamond ringi n a lovely velvet-lined box. A man who would be an attentive, if super annoying husband. He would be an attentive and doting father, of that I was sure. All I had to do was say yes and I would be engaged.

Pro: Husband. Baby.

Con: Nebbishy nudnick.

The pros had it.

"You have, indeed, made me the happiest woman on earth," I told Willy. "My answer is yes. Yes, yes, yes!

"He smiled and hugged me and slid the ring on my finger. We admired it for a moment, and then he said, "It's platinum, not white gold. Just in case anyone asks."

THE NEXT MORNING, a warm and sunny Saturday, I headed to Elizabeth's apartment. She always slept in, so I knew she'd be there. I'd seen little of her during the past two months. When I'd stop by her office for lunch, she'd claim she had too much work to do. 

When I'd ask about weekend plans, she'd say she was visiting her mother (yeah, right) in New Jersey. When I asked if she wanted to go for drinks after work or see a movie or do anything involving me, she offered tight smiles and excuse after excuse. So I stopped asking.

At her building, I rang the buzzer to apartment 4B. A sleepy "Yes?" crackled through the intercom."

Elizabeth, it's me, Charlotte."

Silence. And then buzzzz.

I climbed up the stairs, the ring sparkling on my hand on the banister. Elizabeth stood in her doorway, wearing an oversized Pushkin Publishing t-shirt from our last sales conference.

"I brought coffee and bagels and lox," I said, holding up the bag. "And two Krispy Kremes."

Her sharp eyes zoomed to my ring.

"He proposed last night," I said. "We're engaged!"

She stared at me. She stared at me and didn't say anything. Not a word. Not a fake I'm happy for you. Not a good for you! I know how madly you want this! Nothing.

We sat down in silence and opened our coffees and bit into our bagels, which tasted like wood chips.

"Do you know what Willy told me on our first date?" I said, my first bite of the world's best doughnuts turning to sludge in my stomach. "That he wants a baby. What man says that?"

Why am I defending myself to you? Why can't you just be my friend?"

But do you like him?" she asked, staring me down. Taunting me. Judgmental bitch! "He has a great nose.

""Charlotte...

"I pursed my lips. I hated when I did that. "Elizabeth, Willy Collins might not be the best-looking guy or the most interesting and yeah, he has to work on those social skills, but he's making possible something that I want more than anything in the world. Why can't you understand that?"

She let out a deep breath. "Because marrying someone you don't love is wrong. I know you're not a romantic, Charlotte. I know you take pride in being practical. But what you're doing isn't practical." She twisted up her face as though she had to spit. "It's—" She dropped her bagel on the coffee table, shook her head and leaned back, her face flushed."

It's what  I asked, my voice cold, my breath held. Go ahead and say it, Elizabeth-the-perfect.
She didn't say anything.

"All that's required of you, Elizabeth, is to be happy for me."

"If you'll be happy, I'll be happy," she said.

I rolled my eyes. "But you don't think I can be happy with Willy."

"How could you be?" she snapped. "You don't even like him!"

"Well, I'm marrying him, so I must like him."

She burst into tears.

"I don't need a maid of honor anyway," I said, reaching for my jacket.

She grabbed my hand. "Charlotte, of course I'll be your maid of honor. I'm just shocked. Two months ago you didn't even like Willy. You couldn't stand him. You'd cringe at the sound of his voice! Then you go out with him, what—ten times, and you're engaged? You're going to spend the rest of your life with him?"

"The heart knows what it wants, Liz."

She gnawed her lower lip. "It's just that I want something else.” 

Something special. Something magical. Something wonderful. And I want something else for you.

""But you're not me, are you?"

There was nothing left to say.

"EIGHT POUNDS, TWO OUNCES!" I announced when Elizabeth appeared in the doorway of my hospital room. Baby Ben, who looked exactly like me, except he had Willy's nose, was napping in my arms as I lay back in my bed, surrounded by flowers, It's A Boy! balloons and box after boxfrom Baby Gap.

"He's so beautiful," she whispered, sitting down on the edge of the bed and caressing the baby's impossibly tiny knit cap. "Oh, Charlotte. "For a few moments, we ogled the baby and smiled. My heart was bursting and my hormones were raging and I was beyond exhausted, but the sight of Elizabeth almost made me cry. I'd rarely seen her in the past nine months. Several weeks after he proposed, Willy and I had eloped to Las Vegas since we didn't want to spend a fortune on a wedding and Willy was worried that every passing day aged my eggs even more. When Elizabeth received the wedding announcement, she'd stopped by the apartment with a bowl from Tiffany's. She asked if I was happy, but she didn't mean it; she didn't need an answer. I knew it and she knew it and that was the end of our friendship. Working together wasn't an issue; I'd had such awful morning sickness—and something of a broken heart—that I'd made a deal with my boss to work from home until my maternity leave. I was surprised that Elizabeth had come to my baby shower; she'd dressed up and brought an expensive gift (the Maclaren stroller I'd registered for), but kept to herself and left right after gifts were opened.

She was still the first person, aside from immediate family, that I called when I woke up in the recovery room, a mother. And she was the first non-family member to visit.
"Do you still think I compromised myself?" I whispered as I stroked Ben's cheek. "If I have everything I've ever wanted, did I still compromise myself?"

"You know what I think, Charlotte? I think you compromised. But I don't think you compromised yourself. There's a big difference.

"It was a peace offering. And it was enough. It was never Elizabeth's validation that I needed or wanted; it was her friendship.

"I've missed you so much," she said, tears pooling in her eyes.

"Me too," I said, squeezing her hand.

We laughed like idiots, tears rolling down our cheeks, and then even Ben joined in the cry party. I rocked him in my arm and kissed his pale forehead. Magic. He stopped crying and closed his eyes.

"You'll never guess who I've been dating," Elizabeth said, her eyes twinkling. 

"Fitz Darcy." "Fitz Darcy? The hot V.P. of New Business Development? I thought you said he was an arrogant jerk."

She burst into a smile, and I knew she was nuts for the guy. "He's not as bad as I first thought.

"I grinned. "A lot of people are like that. And even the ones who are aren't as bad as they seem."

We squeezed hands again, the only way to hug when you had a baby in your arms. And then she told me all about her and Fitz Darcy. When Willy burst into the room, blathering on about the baby's feeding and napping schedule, which he was keeping track of in a little spiral notebook, she clammed up about Fitz, put on her jacket and said she had to get going. But when Willy invited Elizabeth to stick around the tiny hospital room and then launched into an explanation and step-by-step demonstration of proper swaddling techniques, she smiled at me and took off her coat.

