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Fang Swings
By Rebecca Kuensting

Fang Lee saw the dress, and she wanted it. She didn’t usually wear dresses; she could be seen around the DMV in twill slacks and acrylic sweaters on an ordinary day, with knees and elbows covered and a pair of round-toed shoes. She wore her curly brown hair tied back in a fluffy bun, and tended not to speak unless it was absolutely necessary. But, that day, on her lunch break, when it was time for Mindy, who had smooth, short hair and a thick rolling neck, and was the closest thing Fang had to a work-friend, to take a turn sitting at Fang’s reception station minding the sign-in sheet and calling out ticket numbers, Fang Lee decided she would walk the several blocks downtown to the place where she had seen the dress, and that she would buy it.

“Honey, if you’re leaving the building, could you get me a pack of cigarettes?” Mindy asked as Fang left their shared post.


“No,” said Fang, “I’m buying a dress.”


The dress hung in the front window of a boutique called Stockinette. The mannequins in the display were all dressed for different phases of leisure. One wore white linen pants, a soft knitted camisole, and a thin, draping cardigan that hung still in the quiet air of the store. The second wore a softly pleated bell skirt and a short-sleeved button-down. A straw bag hung over the second mannequin’s arm, ready to be filled with open-air market produce and scented bath products, Fang imagined. The third mannequin wore Fang’s dress, which was sharp with a collar and mother-of-pearl buttons, but easy with a tie-waist and pin tucks and generous, cuffed sleeves. The dress fell to just above the sculpted white knees and was made of supple, patterned cotton printed black and navy and gray and cream in a design that was modern and classic – regular like herringbone but open and organic like blades of tall grass, smoothly changing like water. 
Fang caught her reflection in the shop window and tried to superimpose her image on the dress. Even though she rose to the toes of her comfortable mules, she couldn’t bring the reflection of her brunette crown level with the mannequin’s white-blond bob. Instead, the view exaggerated the roundness of Fang’s frame, the thickness of her limbs, and the soft curves that composed her edges. There was a good reason she did not frequent boutiques like Stockinette: she was of average height and wide and plain-looking. High-end clothes corrupted her image in dressing room mirrors like ill-fitting disguises stolen from smaller, taller, more ostentatious people. 

Fang knew she had to make a decision. Despite the incongruity between her form and the one displaying the dress, she had rarely felt an affinity for a piece of clothing as strong as what she felt now, and, looking again, she knew, somewhere inside, that this time would be different. This dress would fit, it would look impeccable, and she would, she decided, walk around wearing it with the confidence of someone who deserved gleaming mother-of-pearl buttons and smooth, designer-printed cotton. There were twenty minutes left in Fang’s lunch break.


“Yes,” Fang Lee said aloud, ignoring the face of the bewildered shop clerk inside Stockinette who had been observing her for the last few minutes. “Yes, okay.”


Fang had no trouble locating the dress inside the store. She walked through the glass doors and straight for the rack that held the dress, ignoring the clerk’s greeting of “Can I help…?” and removing one dress – there was only one in her size – from the rack. She didn’t scrutinize it like she imagined boutique shoppers were supposed to, didn’t eye the stitching on the seams or the edges of the mother-of-pearl buttons, didn’t hold it up to her body or try it on or even reach for the fluttering paper tag to see the price. Instead, she carried the garment directly to the counter, her sense of destiny replaced entirely with almost grim-faced determination, with duty.


“I’m buying this dress,” she said to the clerk, who still stood near the door, dazed, and seemed to be fighting inertia.


“Is that all you need?”


Fang looked down at the counter and ran her hands reverently over the soft pleats, over the tones of bluish gray, the white motif that was almost floral and almost geometric and almost in motion, almost alive. “All I need? This dress is all I need. Yes.”

The store clerk sheathed Fang’s dress in a plastic garment bag which he knotted at the bottom, then slid the receipt across the counter for Fang to sign. As her pen moved, Fang paused and considered the white paper, with its crisp black printing and odd sheen. Electronic signatures had become so much the norm, that she nearly delighted in the flow and feel of the rollerball pen Stockinette provided, nearly formed a conclusion in her mind about the general preferability of tangible things to digital ones. This is the change that came over Fang once she purchased the dress: she felt the urge to begin forming conclusions about the world around her, and very nearly did.

After the dress was hers Fang wanted to wear it, but something about the clerk’s bemused stare, and the sense that time was running out, made Fang walk from the store and down the sidewalk back toward the DMV, the garment bag swinging at her side. This was not how she had expected to feel. She had not become confident and fresh, but weary, hurried, and a little foolish. There were only enough minutes left in Fang’s lunch break for her to rush back to the DMV, throw the dress in her cubby, and resume her post. Even if she bought herself enough additional moments to change, the idea of wearing the dress in her soft-walled desk cube, where the fluorescent lights shone harshly on scuffed white linoleum, was wrong. She needed to complete the image in her head. She needed to wear the dress somewhere right. Fang dialed her phone.


“Mindy?” she said, fudging and whistling her consonants a little, “I need you to get Mark or Clare for me and tell them I broke my tooth at lunth. There was thomething in my thoup and I bit down wrong. It’s an emergenthy. I’m going to the dentitht. I won’t be able to come back in and finith my thift. I’ll have to take the retht of the day.”

Mindy groaned on the end of the line. “I can’t cover you. They’re going to try to get me to cover you and I can’t do it. My kid has this violin thing at school. I can’t stay.”


“Will you juth tell thomeone? It hurth; I probably thouldn’t be talking.”


“Hold on, Clare just walked by. Stay on the line; I’ll see what she says. Clare? I guess Fang messed her tooth up while she was out at lunch and can’t come back? Well, she says it’s bad enough for that. Yeah, she’s going in for emergency dental work? I don’t know, Clare, I wasn’t there. Yeah, I’ll tell her. Fang, you still there?”


“Yes. Yeth.” Fang’s heart had grown violent in her chest. She realized suddenly that she had never lied to avoid work before, that she had never in her life played hooky. With the phone still to her ear she walked back where she had come from, back toward Stockinette and the other downtown shops. Her pace quickened, and, almost involuntarily, she smiled. Through Mindy, Clare said to stop at HR first thing in the morning to sign for her sick day. Fang decided: this was fun.


Downtown, Fang passed shops and restaurants she had seen before but never entered. Suddenly, everything was an option, and she had time. She passed a café with long windows that showcased young people with long sleeves and legs swinging languorously from barstools. Here, people sipped cappuccinos midday. It had been a long time since Fang spent an afternoon away from either her apartment or the DMV, and where the sun touched her skin she felt alive. But she wasn’t yet free. She held her shoulders up tensely, kept her knuckles white on the strap of her purse and the garment bag. She ducked into the café bathroom to change into her dress, to transform.


When Fang left the café she was sure she looked like a different person. She had released her brown hair from its rubber band and used some water to reshape the curls. She donned the new dress, which fit her miraculously – the button placket hung smoothly over her chest, the tie waist cinched and flattered her figure, and the hem, falling right at her knee, swayed when she walked, perfectly. She had bundled her old clothes in the garment bag and left them on the bathroom counter. As she returned to the street, she found her sunglasses in her purse and put them on, knowing no one would know her. Knowing she could be anyone.

Fang walked up the street for a long time this way, looking strangers in the face from behind her glasses, feeling the sway of the new dress over her bare legs and arms. It occurred to her that there was nothing on this street that she needed, nobody she knew, and no reason to be there. Whenever she passed a reflective window, she glanced furtively at it to see the stranger she had become gliding past. Doing so, Fang became dissatisfied with the completeness of her disguise. With nobody to see her, nobody to appreciate her metamorphosis, she was not a very changed Fang Lee, but some glamorous stranger whose easy greatness would leave no impression at all on the real Fang, who tomorrow would return to her gray cubicle in an acrylic sweater to sign the sick day form and sulk all day beneath fluorescent lights. 
“What’s wrong?” Mindy will ask. 
“Yesterday I was someone better,” Fang will say, and nobody will understand.


Fang has friends, of course, some she has known for years. Friends from college, family friends, old ex-boyfriends, and friends from book club. There are acquaintances she could call. Her neighbor with the two kids, the friend of a friend who she went to the movies with once, the boy, man, from high school who she ran into the other day at the grocery store. There is Dave, at work, who dresses very similarly to Fang, who Fang once thought she might ask out on a date.

It was last April, a stormy week. Fang, sitting at reception, made a game of guessing what people had on under their big coats before they shook them off to reveal their base layers. It was a good game, like the kind they put on television, with educated guesses and a big reveal. There were few big surprises. Most people’s outfits were gray and brown, white shirts with a pinstripe, little businesslike patterns like hound’s-tooth and low-contrast gingham. Mindy had been a highlight. She was an adventurous dresser despite being a difficult fit with her large upper body and medium hips. She had peeled off her wet raincoat to reveal a shiny magenta dress with a big black bow around the waist. Fang had complimented the choice, though it wasn’t her style. 

After Mindy, Dave had entered. His long tan trench coat made for a good setup – all Fang had to go on were shiny brown shoes and grey socks. Fang herself had worn shiny brown loafers and gray dress socks that day, and she was tickled by the similarity. When Dave removed his coat, Fang saw he wore a V-neck aubergine sweater over plain gray slacks. Fang was so exhilarated by the reveal that she stood from her chair and walked forward to greet Dave: she was wearing a purple sweater and gray slacks too.
“We match,” Fang had announced. 

“What?” Dave had said. He was disoriented by the suddenness of the fluorescent lights, Fang realized. She had accosted him with her cheerfulness, needed to tone it down.

“Oh,” she said, “we just, we match. Purple sweaters, grey slacks. Pretty funny coincidence.”

Dave smiled, and reached out to touch Fang on the arm, but his words were all wrong. “No,” he said, “we don’t match. Yours is more plum, and it has buttons. Mine is a pullover, more bluish. And your pants, they have a little stripe, don’t they? Mine are just plain.” Dave’s smile remained, and he laughed a little, but Fang could feel herself flushing. She was embarrassed. 
“Of course, you’re right,” she said. “Not really a match at all.” Fang had returned to her seat and avoided eye contact with Dave for the rest of the day.


Now, Fang reasons the world isn’t composed of young men and women in glamorous disguises. Everyone she knows works during the day, is allowed a tense and unsatisfying lunch, then returns to work before commuting angrily back to a frustrating relationship or equally but differently frustrating empty home. The thought of thousands of gray suits converging on the downtown streets for a regimented lunch break made Fang anxious, guilty. What if she were discovered in her idleness, in her lie, in her new dress? Pausing on the sidewalk, it occurred to Fang that there was only one place she could reasonably spend the afternoon without fear or guilt, so she walked to the end of the block to consult a street sign, and then walked fifteen blocks more to her dentist’s office.


The receptionist at the Dentist had very pale skin and a very round face. Fang stared at the woman’s wide expanse of unlined forehead and thought of weather balloons and moonstone and the smooth concrete used for residential driveways.


“You don’t have an appointment?” The woman asked. Fang realized that the receptionist had asked this question more than once, and that she had been caught staring.


“I don’t have an appointment,” Fang said.


“Is it an emergency? What exactly is wrong?”


“No. Nothing. I just had a funny feeling,” Fang lied, “when I drank something cold.”

The receptionist sighed heavily and wrote something down in a book Fang could not see. 

“It will be at least forty minutes, I’m afraid,” she said. “The doctor is in a procedure.”


Fang sat on a hard couch in the green-walled waiting room and read magazines she had always wanted to subscribe to. She had never had the time or the disposable income for magazines, and here, with Allure and Vogue and People and Newsweek and Lucky and Cosmo spread out in front of her, she told herself she was getting a treat, that this was something luxurious, that she couldn’t have planned a day so leisurely and marvelous. But the truth was that the dentist’s office was not a restful place. The faint whirring of unseen dental drilling permeated even the air in the waiting room, and the receptionist cleared her postnasal drip with a great guttural rasping noise every few minutes. The wallpaper had faux cracks and marbling and was stenciled with awful images of creeping ivy, and a small child played noisily with the wooden bead-and-wire toy in the corner while his father tried desperately to ignore him. This was no place for New Fang. Maybe there was no place for the woman Fang was when she wore the dress.


“Lee Fang?” A short man wearing dark blue scrubs came from behind a wall and called the name into the waiting room. Fang stood.


“Fang Lee, actually,” she said.


“Come with me,” the man said.


Fang was led in to a familiar room where she was invited to recline in a modular chair and stare directly up at Styrofoam ceiling panels and long fluorescent lights. Sitting down, she felt her dress tug awkwardly on the chair. She gasped with horror when she moved her hips and heard and series of small pops. One of the dress’s spectacular, jaunty pockets had caught on the low left armrest of the dentist’s chair, and torn a gash, several inches long, down the side of her dress. The tear, luckily, was not in the fabric – she had only popped a row of stitches in the seam, but the sight of it tore at her heart all the same. The hole opened straight through to her hip, revealing the edge of her sad, budget underwear, which was tall and faded beige. For the first time in recent memory, Fang wanted to cry. Just after it happened, however, the dentist and one of his hygienists walked into the room and began bombarding her with questions she couldn’t answer, since her whole reason for coming into the office had been a lie.

“Can you describe the feeling?” “Which teeth were affected?” “Was it all the time, or just when you bit down?” The doctor put his hands and metal tools in her mouth and tapped at different teeth, asking if anything felt odd, asking her to bite down and move her jaw this or that way. But Fang could barely respond to his questions, even when a nod or throaty yes or no was absolutely called for. Her ears had filled with an inexplicable buzzing, like a dental drill, or the vibration of cars on a distant highway, but so much louder, so much higher: an all-consuming, overwhelming, scream. But Fang sat, obediently, until she was told to leave.
Later, Fang wandered out of the dentist’s office, where she was given a toothbrush and the advice to avoid cold foods, back onto the sidewalks of downtown. Her left hand clamped over the gash where her dress gaped slightly open. The folds of the fabric nearly hid the flaw, but to Fang it was as though a light were shining out of the space where her bare hip was fleetingly exposed, as if the entire world could see through her stylish sunglasses to the fraud they concealed.

What do people do in times like these? Fang wondered. She was accustomed to cheap clothes, simple clothes, disposable clothes. When her twelve-dollar cardigans pilled in the armpits past the salvaging powers of a lint roler, when the seam running along the back of her pants weakened, or a skirt caught and tore on the sharp edge of a metal filing cabinet, Fang threw them away. But Stockinette was a boutique. The dress was expensive, complicated, the only one in her size. She remembered her mother used to take clothing to the dry cleaners every week, and when something needed mending they would take care of it. She remembered a tailor marking her mother’s fallen pant cuff with chalk and tape, measuring something and marking down numbers with a pencil. The dress, once mended, would still be better than the acrylic and polyester Fang usually settled for, but it wouldn’t be as good as the dress had been before it was torn. Fang thought longingly of her first confident strut out of the café bathroom, only a few hours before. That dress, that Fang, she would never get back.
Walking blindly toward what she assumed was the center of downtown, back where her day began; Fang started feeling like her old self again. Her feet ached from walking so far to the Dentist’s office, she felt sweat accumulating on her lower back and bra band, her hair was bunched up in the back from sitting in the dentist’s chair, her mouth felt uncomfortably sterile, her teeth were gritty, and she was tired. Finally, Fang saw a street she recognized, and turned to walk up to a bus stop she knew, so she could ride home.

Halfway there, a park opened up to her left. Fang had seen this park before, flashing by bus windows. There was a row of seesaws, an unsterile-looking sand pit, a twisted sculpture of bright plastic and metal, and, Fang’s favorite, a tall set of swings. Fang knew the bus stop wasn’t far away, and it took a great deal of energy for her to fight inertia and consider the park. There were two small girls running up the metal slide the wrong way. They laughed loudly and shouted at each other. Fang reasoned that it wasn’t the right thing, for an adult to enter a playground while it was clearly occupied, while people were engaging the space for its intended purpose, but the swings beckoned. Fang decided to swing.


In the gravel pit where the swing sets were, Fang removed her shoes. The pebbles were surprisingly smooth and cold where they engulfed the soles of her feet, but the air was warm – it was only mid-afternoon. Fang pumped her legs on the swing until she was flying, high and fast. When she leaned back, her arms pulling the chains, the colors of the ground and the trees and the sky and the playground seemed to blur together, like nothing mattered, like there was no DMV, no magic dress, no difference between today and any other day. When Fang was swinging, she was not New Fang or Old Fang, but she was perfect, she was okay.

Fang stopped swinging when a man with an ice cream cart came to the park entrance and rang a bell. She walked over to him with her wallet already out, and bought a popsicle, a red one, the kind with two sticks. She sat on the edge of the swing set pit, her feet in the pebbles, without looking around or even crossing her legs, and put her mouth over the whole top of the popsicle, exhilarated by the cold and unconcerned about the flavor, which didn’t need a name other than red.

Fang was engrossed in the task of eating the popsicle, getting smudges of red on her hands and face, when she noticed the little girls watching her. One was a few steps closer than the other, but both stood near the base of the swing set, smiling at Fang. Fang recognized the look in both girls’ eyes. It was not judgment, not fear, but envy.
“That looks good,” the closer girl said. Both of the girls had smooth dark bowl-cuts, big brown eyes, and chubby cheeks almost comically reddened by the exuberance of their play. As they drew closer, complimenting Fang on her choice of popsicle, Fang was struck with worry. 
Is this creepy? She wondered. Am I crossing some kind of line? 
“Oops,” one of the girls said, pointing at Fang’s lap. Fang looked down and saw she had dripped a pattern of red dots onto the front of her new dress. The red syrup soaked into the soft fibers, the spots spread.

“Here,” Fang said. She broke the remainder of the popsicle in two and handed one half to each of her tiny observers. The girls came to sit on either side of Fang, on the edge of the pit, while they slurped noisily at the sweet ice.

Both girls managed to cover their faces and clothing with melted popsicle. When they stood up and ran back to the swings, Fang saw that one had drips of red drying up and down both arms, and a splash of it on her shirt collar, where drips from her cheeks had migrated down. The other had hand-shaped patches of popsicle on her stretchy orange shorts, where she had used her thighs as a napkin. Neither of the girls seemed to care about their clothes. Instead, they ran and shouted around the swing set poles, pushing the unoccupied swing seats at each other, kicking trails through the shallow pebbles. 
Fang’s bus glided along the road behind her, heading without her toward her home. Fang looked back at it as it breezed by, saw the familiar bus driver with her dead-eyed focus on lines and pedestrians and lights, saw men and women resting their heads against rumbling windows and seatbacks, trying to pretend they were anywhere else.

When Fang looked back to the swing set, the girls had moved to the pavement strip between the swing pit and the sand pit, and were still running around, unperturbed. The one with the stained orange shorts must have fallen. There was a gash on her little knee, gushing blood down her leg in a stain that became a series of thin dark red lines and soaked finally into her pink sock. Fang wondered if she should say something, but decided that the young girl must have known what she’d done, and what her options were. Fang decided the girl was making a choice to ignore the bad, and keep playing.
