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end of their chemistry-free
evening, it’s unclear which one of
them she’s trying to console.

The Observer is a harsh toke,
but it’s compelling on all fronts—
Smith’s lyrics force you to think
about loneliness, need, and bad
dates, but the songs are as
engrossing as they are exhaust-
ing. Her voice flits and dips like a
plastic bag in the wind, moving
from a moany sort of sing-speech
to a deep, silky quaver to a thick
shrill trilling, and she often
drawls her words like she’s trying
to fill the room with distended
consonant sounds. The self-
explanatory album opener, “I’m
Not Into Being the Woman
You’re With While You’re
Looking for the Woman You
Want,” is a glowing example of
the interplay between her vocals
and Lester’s guitar, which is
equally distinctive and powerful.
On “To Avoid Pain” the duo toys
with early-60s pop country as
Smith hee-haws like a half-drunk
Brenda Lee, trying to talk herself
down on the way to a first-time
hookup: “Take a city bus / To a
downtown hotel / I don’t feel
weird / I don’t feel weird / Ask
me / Ask me / Ask me if I do.”
Then, as a dark, discordant synth
tone rises out of the music, she
eagerly proclaims a dubious vic-
tory over her own unease: “Soon
enough it’s true-ooo!” 

On “I’ll Call You” Lester’s buzz-
saw guitar gallops around Smith
as she reads a fake personal ad—
her version of what a truthful
guy would say—that sounds like
it was placed by a member of the
Duke lacrosse team. “Attraction
Is Ephemeral,” which provides
the most complete picture of
Smith and what she’s about—the
way she begins to doubt her own
doubts, wondering if she’d be
able to spot genuineness in a
man even if it were there—is also
the most musically moving track
on the album. It’s the most

romantic too—or rather, it’s most
explicitly about romance, or at
least the yearning for it—though
in typical Mecca Normal fashion,
it opens up from there, address-
ing gender and class inequality,
patriarchy, and how they can
really ruin a date.

In press releases and online
materials, Smith provides links to
photos she’s used in her dating
profile, including shots where
she’s posing in her underwear and
others where she’s wearing noth-
ing but the ribbon in her hair. But
given how unpleasant The
Observer makes her dating life out
to be, it’s hard to argue that the
pictures are just Liz Phair-style
exhibitionism—if you’re gonna
use sex to sell records, you don’t
usually linger on the vulnerability
that intimacy requires. 

In the band bio Smith notes
her reluctance to make an album
about dating—as evidenced by
the fallout late last year over the
book Are Men Necessary? by
New York Times columnist
Maureen Dowd, romance is a
loaded topic among the feminist
cognoscenti, perhaps because it’s
considered unseemly or irre-
sponsible for a feminist to open-

ly admit to wanting or needing
something from men (or caring
enough to be disappointed with
them). Dowd claims that suc-
cessful men don’t want competi-
tion from their partners, and
thus tend to date or marry
down, choosing women who are
younger, less educated, and less
accomplished. Though she
makes her argument largely
with generalizations, as opposed
to Smith’s nuanced particulars,
both writers are suggesting the
same thing—that independent
women wind up alone. 

Smith is forthcoming about
the concessions she makes for
intimacy—while she holds to her
standards with men who aren’t
good enough, she swallows her
pride and sells herself out to
others who don’t have much idea
who she is or much interest in
finding out. But her artistic
integrity never wavers, and
throughout it’s clear she knows
herself and understands the
choices she’s making. It’s a brave
act for her to admit that she qui-
etly shushes the “difficult” parts
of herself in order to connect
with men: she is airing a com-
mon secret of women’s lives.   v


