Tom Miller

The Vanity

Tina sat naked at the vanity Randy had taken down from the attic.
The mirror and ornately carved walnut required more dusting than polish
torestore the old wood’s luster. Randy never dreamed he would see it used
again after his mother died, but there sat Tina, carefully drawing her
mascara along her eyelash as Randy gazed from the bedroom doorway. His
eyes followed the curve of Tina’s hips to her waist and up to the reflection
of her breasts in the slightly tilted vanity mirror. He savored the moment,
admiring her small limber body silhouetted by the French Provincial
curve of the vanity.

When Randy had arrived home that evening, he found Tina in
leotards, impossibly contorted on the living room floor. She sat in the
lotus position with one arm reaching behind her neck and the other arm
reaching behind her back to clasp hands. Her face shone in the afternoon
light like an ivory sculpture.

Now, hours later and reflecting on his own fat-constricted mass,
Randy thought aloud, “Maybe I should try some yoga.”

Tina’s eyes moved from her reflection in the mirror to Randy’s
beheaded image in the tilted looking glass. With her hand frozen at her
eye she shrugged minutely, “It’d be good for you, Randy ... but maybe you
should try to lose some weight first.”

“Ha,” Randy laughed, “you're right. Could you see these dimpled
knees bent into the lotus position?”’

“No,” Tina said.

Randy leaned against the doorjamb, mildly injured that Tinaresponded
curtly to him, but mostly absorbed in the serenity of the moment. He’d
made the bed and hung his suit while Tina showered after yoga. Dressed
now in freshly starched khakis and the blue silk kimono Tina had brought
him from her trip to New York City that Randy had financed, he could
visit with her for a few moments before they drove to the nightclub.

“I like to watch you put on your makeup at the vanity,” Randy said.

Tina smiled into the mirror. “You like to look at naked women.”

Randy blushed. “No, I like to look at you ... I mean you’re special,”
he stammered and at that moment, the ringing of the telephone rescued
him. The jangling unsteadied Tina’s hand and she muttered a “damn” at
the smudge of makeup.
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“P'll get it,” Randy said, retreating into the hallway to answer the
telephone in the living room. He returned in only a moment.

“That’s the second wrong number this evening.”

“So what does that mean?” Tina said.

“It means someone wants to talk to someone who isn’t here, I guess.”

Tina reapplied the line of makeup.

“You look small sitting there,” Randy said, “like a little girl.”

Tina made no response. Randy attributed it to nerves before going on
stage. When he’d first seen her at Nero's Lounge, Tina’s touch with the
audience captivated Randy as much as her beauty and music. She knew
a lot of the crowd and their requests. Sometimes, she would change the
lyric of a song to fit someone’s name, and she’d chat at the microphone
about whose lottery ticket won five dollars, or the new tape deck in
another patron’s Porsche. But after they’'d begun to live together, Randy
realized that the easy banter masked an unrelenting fear of rejection. At
home, in the hours spent preparing for the stage, Tina often withdrew into
sullenness. Sometimes, Randy’s light conversation would help relax her.

“Bring me a glass of water, would you, Randy?”

“Sure,” Randy said, backing from the doorway. On the way to the
kitchen, he glanced at the phone on the small maple table in the hallway.
Randy and his mother found the piece at a garage sale years ago while
Randy was home from college. Randy stopped and withdrew the plastic
coupling enough to disconnect the phone, yet left it inserted slightly
enough to maintain the appearance of still being connected.

Randy glanced over his shoulder back down the hall, certain that
Tina hadn’t seen him disconnect the phone and that she still sat at the
vanity, he shook his head at the guilt and suspicion that controlled him.

Tina took a lover not long after she’d moved in with Randy. When
he realized what was going on, Randy confronted her, asserting more his
pain than his outrage. Tina responded with sympathy. They cried together
and Tina told him “nobody” could ever be as kind as Randy, but later she
said, “you don’t make me feel beautiful.” They talked about Jesse, the lover
who'd left Tina just before Randy and she had met, how handsome he’d
been, and how he’d hurt her. Tina found more lovers.

Randy refused to look at the telephone as he returned to the bedroom
with asmall green glass of ice water. He set the glass on the vanity and stole
a stroke of Tina’s long, light brown hait; so fine and clean that it clung
magnetically to the light withdrawal of his hand.

“I love you, Tina.”

“I know, Randy.”

He stood foramoment, wishing Tina could be lesshonest and say that



she loved him. In the vanity’s reflection, he saw the girth of his midriff
filling the mirror sheathed in blue silk behind Tina’s small nude body.

“I'd better load the Buick,” Randy said.

Tina reached across her chest to take Randy’s plump hand where it
rested near her shoulder. “You're sad again,” she said.

“No, 'm not. I'm not. 'm happy with you, Tina, I really am.”

“You don’t look happy,” Tina said to the reflection.

Randy smiled quickly and patted Tina’s shoulder. “I'll pack things up
while you dress.”

Randy started with the two guitars. With the instruments strewn
among the cassettes, sheet music and assorted purse droppings of Tina,
Randy felt much of the packing job completed once he’d lowered the lids
and snapped the latches on the guitar cases. Then he picked up the pages
of sheet music at the piano, quickly sorted and faced them, then dropped
them page by page, into the plastic file box he’d bought for Tina.

When Randy first alphabetized the songs by title and created the
filing system, Tina grew impatient, thinly masking her anger by asking
him if he’d left chocolate fingerprints on her music. Now, her displeasure
flashed openly if Randy failed to reorder the system after she practiced.

Tina never referred to her music when she played, except to glance
at the index Randy had typed and taped to the file box lid, but she wanted
the music with her and Randy wanted her at ease.

Randy noticed several pages of sheet music on the floor that must
have fluttered from the lid of the grand piano. When Tina and he went
shopping for the piano less than a month after Tina moved in, Randy
entertained the thought of learning to play. That proved impossible. Now,
Tina did not like for Randy to touch the glossy ebony, except to polish it.
She believed that the oil in his fingertips would cause the wood to cure
impropetly and thereby injure the instrument’s tone. “Not likely,” Randy
muttered, “considering the monthly payment.” He dismissed her silly-
assed assumptions, steadied himself by firmly holding the piano and
kneeled to retrieve the sheet music.

The “Let It Be” by the Beatles that he picked coincided with the
Jackson Browne and other melancholic artists she’d been practicing that
afternoon. While Randy worked, music peopled Tina’s day, and when she
played sad music, Randy knew that the longing for Jesse stirred inside her
again. Sometimes, Randy imagined what he must look like; dark hair,
piercing eyes, lean and rugged. He wondered if Tina’s next lover would
look like that. They were never blonde or middle-aged or fat like Randy.
Whenever a new lover appeared, the songs that Tina played for Jesse after
he left her resurfaced in her repertoire and Randy knew a new lover was
imminent.



Randy called it “auto-depression.” Tina usually ran or went to an
aerobics class for exercise. When she did yoga, Randy knew the medita-
tion helped her to gather her emotional energy inwardly, like a golf ball
bound up inside and ready to ping off a tree. She had already grown quieter,
answering only occasionally when Randy tried to talk with her, and she
refused to eat. She'd asked a few needling questions earlier about how
Randy could enjoy working with “money-sucking” attorneys, and if he’d
eaten a salad at lunch or not. She did not throw herself into blind rages,
but established a basis for hostility and depression, creating reasons for
infidelity like bridges in melodies form one mood to another. Soon, Randy
would commit some thoughtless act, fail to acknowledge one of her fans,
orbumpaguitar case and Tina would attack. She would begin with aspark,
ask penetrating questions about his mother, or deride his education.
Randy loved Tina and preferred to let it all roll off his round shoulders,
nodding and agreeing that he’d been selfish or rude. But sooner or later,
Tina would zero in on his eating, order Randy onto a diet, and then he
would be forced to fight back.

As Randy wound the speaker cables into a tight coil, he thought of
his mother and how she’d encouraged him to be cheerful when doing
unpleasant tasks so he could find more pleasure in the things he liked.
“Nothing is perfect, dear,” she had said to him, “but we can find good in
everything.” Randy found the good in packing Tina’s equipment for her
performance. He took pride in his filing and organizational skills. It
marked the stability in his life and led to his success at the law firm. Randy
never desired to be an attorney. Actually, he earned his Masters Degree
in library science and, although Tina would make fun of it, that training
made him invaluable for both research and supervision of the firm’s files
and law library. After all of these years, he now supervised his small staff
of paralegals and all the firm’s secretaries.

Tina did not appreciate order so steadfastly as Randy. When she
practiced, file folders, pages of sheet music, music books, napkins with
song lyrics or phone numbers fluttered around the black Steinway. Bread
crumbs, coffee cups, and a hairbrush were not unusual to find about the
bench and legs. When Randy began his ritual of sweeping earlier that
evening while Tina finished her yoga, she’d quipped, “I'll bet you even fold
your toilet tissue.”

Randy made a chuckle of it, “but I don’t file it.”

By 7:15, Randy had nearly finished. All that remained was to return
to the Buick with the file box of Tina’s songs and the small blue nylon
backpack that held an assortment of clips, jacks, cables, and harmonicas.
Randy still sweated slightly from the exertion of carrying the speakers and
amplifier to the Buick and loading them into the trunk. Randy hated to
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