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For Steve, who left us too soon.
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As I think back on it, I realize that it all started during the weekly jazz sessions at The Empty Hand, an out-of-the-way coffee house in Greenwich Village whose proprietor, a heavy-set Dutchman with cobalt-blue eyes and a blond moustache, had bought after retiring from the dairy business in eastern Pennsylvania. His life-long passion for jazz had culminated with the acquisition of the club, which under his benevolent management had soon become a haven for unemployed musicians, starving actors and would-be writers. Besides the occasional bowl of soup, he freely dispensed words of encouragement to the ever-growing number of disheartened artists that ended up at his club with no place else to go.

Hans, that was his name, had the rare ability to make people see the bright side of even the most hopeless situation.

“Just common sense,” he would say softly while shrugging his shoulders—all the while puffing on his pipe—and dismissing the whole thing whenever anyone brought it up. “Anyone could have said the same thing.”

Of course, it was not quite that simple, having the right words all the time. It showed an insight into human nature acquired over fifty years of hard living, a lot of traveling and being completely wiped out by a war. I think it embarrassed him whenever people tried to thank him; what he did was just as natural as breathing, so he always found it a little surprising. 

Ultimately, of course, he also benefited from the blanket of hospitality that he extended to the artists who crossed the threshold of The Empty Hand. Sooner or later, when they began to achieve some degree of recognition, they invariably returned to pay their respects to the man who had been, perhaps, the only one to urge them to stick it out. The walls of The Empty Hand were covered with their pictures, always with the highest words of praise inscribed at the bottom.

The first time I walked into the club and saw those pictures I was truly amazed at the number of well-known jazz musicians, now giants in the field, who had had their start there. As they returned to The Empty Hand they brought with them the crowds of followers, the word-of-mouth publicity that is so necessary for the success of any commercial enterprise.

Hans, like the locale itself, did not change with the ever-growing attention that he received from perfect strangers. His character had the Old-World solidity of a gothic cathedral, destined to outlive the current influx of worshippers.

The interior of the club, despite its popularity, was rather Spartan in character: the walls were lined with a series of planks reminiscent of the weathered barns so common throughout the Mid-Atlantic States. On these walls hung, besides the pictures of the musicians, a veritable array of medieval swords, shields, spears, halberds and other weapons whose purpose and origin I could only guess. As one came into the club and down the two steps from the level of the street, the small stage, flanked by two full suits of armor, came into view. In fact, the stage dominated the entire floor. The bar was to the right, behind a black wrought-iron railing that separated it from the small tables and chairs placed around the stage.

Hanging from the ceiling, pointing away from the customers and toward the small stage, spotlights—like fingers of an open hand—shone with different degrees of intensity, depending upon which performer they wanted to emphasize, during the nightly performances.

Closing time for The Empty Hand was three a.m. At least, that was the official closing time. After the last customers had left, Hans would lock the front door and turn off the outside lights. He would then go into the kitchen, humming a song probably learned during his childhood in Holland, to make himself a pot of tea and sometimes a cheese sandwich on rye bread if he had forgotten to eat dinner earlier that evening. Holding an imported cup with a light-blue windmill set against an antique-white background he would sit down with that day’s newspaper and the teapot.

About an hour later there would be a soft knock on the back door.

“Come; it’s open,” Hans would say without bothering to look up from the newspaper or the steaming cup of tea.

One by one the musicians, now leaving their gigs at other clubs, would stroll in—instrument cases in hand—with the familiarity of someone who has just come home from a hard day’s work. They would help themselves to the tea, chat amiably for a while, laugh at a friend’s joke or simply sit at the kitchen table, across from Hans, to study a crumpled sheet of music they had taken out of a hard-to reach pocket. They were home.

Eventually they would move over to the more spacious room of the club and over to the stage while Hans turned on the lights. The instruments would leave their leathery cases again that evening, but this time without the burden of a contract or the demands of the public. They were now playing just for themselves, so their improvisations became more spontaneous, their flights freer.

Hans was in heaven.

Every Friday night he had, assembled in his club, the most prominent group of musicians in the city; they were the future legends of jazz.

The soft, milky white light coming through the giant skylight over the bar was the unofficial signal that the jam session for that night was over.

Some of the musicians, after returning their instruments to their cases, would leave right away. Others, in less of a hurry, or with nowhere in particular to go, would stick around for a hearty breakfast of pancakes and sausages, served with steaming cups of Colombian coffee that Hans took special delight in preparing at that hour of the morning. The coffee was, as he himself put it, ‘A key that opened the door to a new day.’

Everyone knew that it was truly an honor to be asked to join the impromptu after-hours jam sessions at The Empty Hand. But everyone also knew that it was a long and lonely road that led to the magic of the last hours of the night, when most of the world was oblivious to reality and sounds had a more diaphanous, ethereal quality to them, as if played by the hands of long-forgotten gods.

The sharp, ice-cold wind that descended from Canada had transformed the streets of New York into howling canyons. I turned up the collar of my overcoat with an instinctive motion, but it did not help. Those people who had ventured out into the streets hurried to the nearest restaurant, deli or bar in the hope of a momentary respite from the icy grip that winter had on the city. At ground level the warm and fetid steam gushing from the sewage grates resembled man-made geysers whose gaseous eruptions were quickly carried away and dissolved in the wind.

There was a full moon, but it did not make any difference, since the tall buildings blocked the view. No one ever looked up at the distant streaks of sky that were barely visible, but into the gray and infinite concrete corridors that swallowed the endless ocean of anonymous faces, expressionless faces that concealed their own private worlds filled with dreams and disappointments.

The dark shaft with the ‘Subway’ sign exuded a damp, musty odor. But it was warm, so I went down the steps and out of the relentless wind, following the arrows on the tiled walls. A short line had formed at the token booth. An old woman was fumbling with her purse, trying to extricate a dollar bill from its depths. When she finally placed it on the counter, the bony hand of the attendant—all the while indifferent to the line on the other side of the window— took it and returned the token and change. The old woman quickly moved aside, and after looking in every direction, placed the token in the slot and pushed the turnstile that led onto the platform. I followed her after placing my own token in the machine. The station was not crowded at that hour. It was Sunday. Most people avoided coming into the city, especially on a day like this. It was perfectly understandable.

The train did not take but five minutes to arrive. Its doors opened with a familiar pneumatic hiss and then the passengers waiting on the platform got into the cars decorated with the graffiti courtesy of the latest generation of young punks, each trying to outdo the other, trying to establish an identity, to leave a mark in a sea of color that ended up swallowing mercilessly every name, every drawing, in a dizzying whirlpool.

I sat down and after a moment the doors closed with the same hissing sound. The train began to move. I concentrated on the advertisements above head: Marlboro; Calvert Whiskey, I got my job through The New York Times. This last one showed a pretty, young woman leaning over her boss with a stack of what seemed to be important corporate documents. She seemed happy. Too bad I could not get a permanent job through the classified ads. There were not too many calls for jazz sax players.

Toward the rear of the car was an ad for a current Broadway production of Death of a Salesman. I had to think of Eileen, how we had met in a small-town library and how after all the time I had put into learning a part for the play I had been forced to drop out of the production because of a broken leg. But it all seemed too distant, a thousand years ago perhaps. It had been a different time; I was a different person then. Too many things had happened along the road that eventually led to this infernal tunnel, to the rackety car in the very bowels of a city that was completely indifferent whether I lived or died: Viet-Nam; Eileen’s marriage to Tom; Michael’s life leaving him little by little. I closed my eyes. I did not want to think about it; I did not want to think about anything. I just wanted to get to my apartment, where it was warm and quiet, have a drink and get in bed. It was not too much to ask, I thought. 

Through the saxophone case, now resting between my legs, I could feel the amplified vibrations of the steel wheels on the rails as they traveled up from the suspension of the car. It was a monotonous, metallic sound that was only interrupted whenever we surfaced momentarily, to return again to its previous, unrelenting cacophony as soon as we re-entered the tunnel. The indifference of the sound reminded me somewhat of the audience of the club where I had just finished playing, a little coffee house in the Village, who could not have cared less about what we were trying to accomplish on stage, about the harmonic patterns that we were weaving, about the feelings we put into the music. For them we were nothing more than four anonymous figures under a soft light who had been hired to provide a nice, cool, velvety-soft background for their mindless conversations.

It really didn’t matter. Hell, it was a paying gig. That was a lot more than many other jazz musicians had. Apparently the owner—a tall, skinny man with a beard and always wearing dark glasses—liked us. In fact, he had extended our appearance at the club an extra week.

He catered mostly to tourists coming into the city for the first time and who wanted to, besides visiting all the usual landmarks, get a taste of the ‘true’ atmosphere of the Village. He had a good thing going and he knew it. His club had bigger tables and bigger prices.

There were a few jazz groups that he hired on a regular basis; apparently we fit well enough into that mold which he considered acceptable for his clientele.

“Keep it cool and mellow,” he told us the first time we played at his club. What he meant, of course, was that our playing should neither be too loud to interfere with the patrons’ conversations nor too progressive that they would not understand what we were doing. 

In other words, he wanted us to play conventional compositions without being too enthusiastic or inventive. It was a job.

The hydraulic sound of the double doors opening, along with the slowing down of the train told me that we had arrived at my stop. I took my case with one hand and turned up the collar of my coat with the other. The station was almost deserted at that hour; only a group of teenagers was coming down the stairs.

As I reached the level of the street I could not help but recoil as a gust of wind hit me full force, making me shiver involuntarily. I had never minded the cold, but I hated the wind, especially when its force was magnified by the rows of concrete buildings. I walked as quickly as I could the three blocks to my apartment building. A sudden smell of different meals enveloped me when I opened the door and stepped into the vestibule. It saturated the hallways and lingered through the night only to be replaced by the aromas of the following day.

In a few minutes, I knew, I would not even notice it.

I climbed the three flights of stairs to my apartment as quickly as I could. Maybe I should say our apartment, for I shared it with another musician, George Stephens. George and I had met purely by chance.

We had answered an ad for weekend musicians, but by the time we both got there the spots had been filled.

“It’s always the same,” he said with an angry tone. I didn’t know if he was talking to me, but since I was the closest person to him, I just assumed that he was.

“There will be other jobs,” I said, but not very convincingly. I had had my share of rejection since my arrival in the city.

“Sure, but will we be the ones to get them?” he said sarcastically.

“We have just as good a chance as anybody else,” I answered him.

For a moment he did not say anything, but then, with a smile that turned into loud laughter, he said, “I suppose you are right. My name is George Stephens, the best damn trumpet player in the city.”

“Jack Stewart,” I said as we shook hands.

We became friends instantly. There was something unique, special about George that made people like him. Perhaps it was his broad, frank smile, the way he made everything lose its seriousness, until the most dreary situation did not seem so bad after all.

That night we stayed at the club, not because we had any hopes of being hired, but because it was cold outside, and there was no place else to go. We drank and listened to the musicians who had beaten us to the gig.

“They aren’t so good,” George said with a grin on his face at the same time he raised his glass of white wine to his lips.

I laughed, because they were great and he knew it.

“I’m sure you could do better,” I said jokingly.

“You bet!” he said and laughed loudly. I could not help but laugh with him.

I realized that all the time I had been in the city, so concerned with finding work, in advancing my own musical career, I had not taken the time to stop and loosen up, to have a good time and forget my concerns for a few hours. It felt good to laugh again for no reason at all.

At dawn, while they closed the club, George suggested that I should spend what was left of the night at his place, which was not too far away. I was too tired to take the subway back to my room, so I accepted gladly.

“My girlfriend just left for good a couple of weeks ago, so the place is a little messy,” he said as we walked through the door. He was not lying. There were clothes scattered all over the place, as well as a dated Sunday edition of The New York Times. Under all the papers I managed to find the couch.

The place wasn’t all that bad; it just needed a good cleaning.

It didn’t take George long to suggest that I should move in. “You’ll help me out by sharing the rent and you will be a lot closer to the action,” he said. It made sense to me, so I packed what little I had and moved out of my rented room. I was actually going to save money and be a lot more in touch with what was going on as far as music was concerned. In these circles it was important to move fast; it often meant the difference between landing a gig and losing it.

This had taken place almost two years ago, and so far the arrangement had worked out rather well. Sometimes George and I spent weeks and did not see much of each other; we came and went at different hours, and on his days off I knew he was seeing someone, consequently he spent much of his time at her place.

So on this cold, windy night I opened the door knowing that in all probability he would not be there. The apartment was exactly as I had left it in the afternoon. On the kitchen table there were still the remains of a frozen dinner I had tried to eat hurriedly before leaving for the club. Abandoned on the living-room table, of course, a scattered copy of The New York Times. Sometimes this was the only evidence I had that someone else shared the apartment with me. The changing date on the newspaper gave a clue as to when George had been there for the last time.

I went over to the sink and got some water. It was strange, I thought, as cold as it was yet I was thirsty. When I turned on the light in the bathroom the image reflected in the mirror of the medicine cabinet suddenly looked old, tired, even a little frightening. I got closer and the circles under my eyes told me that I had not slept for almost twenty-four hours. The lines on my forehead and the little furrows around my mouth were visible evidence of all I had seen—endured—since leaving home ten years before, when I truly believed that at the end everything would fall neatly into place, just as it always did in fairy tales. 

I was tired. I could recognize all the signs, beginning with my slight depression and a sense of disorientation. I brushed my teeth and took off my clothes. When I got into bed the room seemed to swing slowly, causing the furniture to float.

I closed my eyes.

The last thing I remember was a young face with beautiful features, a face I had not seen since my college days.
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When I woke up the following morning I had a headache.

I could hear the noise that pots and pans make when they are being used, especially if the person using them was George. This had to be a Monday, I thought, because that was the only day we both coincided at the apartment. He would come in from whatever club he had been playing in and make a big breakfast, usually pancakes, bacon, toast and a huge pot of coffee. Then he would sit down at the small dining table while reading the front page of The Times. After finishing his breakfast, he would move over to the living room with the rest of the coffee and read the whole thing throughout the morning, alternating features with the steaming cups that he served himself in a mug with Mickey Mouse on it. Monday, of course, was one of the few days that we had off, so George liked to relax and read the paper without having to worry about train schedules or meeting deadlines.

I usually slept late and went to a movie or a museum after lunch, or sometimes I would just stay at the apartment and practice the saxophone or write a letter home. I had been away for almost ten years, yet I made it a practice to write to my mother on a regular basis. I got into the habit when I was serving in Viet-Nam and never really got out of it. Of course, I never had anything new to say; it was always a rehash of the same old stuff that she looked forward to getting in the mail.

What mattered to her was not so much what I was writing, but that I was writing at all. The letters were a last link she had with me, a tenuous umbilical cord that extended over time and distance and somehow joined us, made us one, as we once had been before my birth. In her letters, of course, she wrote mostly about the farm, about what my father was doing, about people I knew, or thought that I knew. About my coming home for good. She had never lost hope that I would eventually return to Virginia and take over my father’s business and forget all that jazz nonsense that I had been talking about for the past ten years.

My father never wrote. I believe that to him it was a personal affront that I should have chosen such an uncertain career as music, especially jazz, when he had spent a lifetime building a solid business that I was destined to run and eventually inherit. It was not fair, according to his way of thinking. But I had chosen what I wanted to do over what he wanted for me, so here I was ten years later, nursing a headache on a Monday morning in the middle of winter and with no place in particular to go, no one special to see.

George was now singing his first blues of the day. He knew that I was not a morning person, so he would purposely sing the blues, laughing all the while, to cheer me up.

This morning he was doing an exaggerated version of ‘Why Does Everything Always Happen To Me?’ pretending to be Billie Holliday.

I wanted not to laugh, but I could not help it. At that moment George came into the room with a steaming cup of coffee that he handed me just as I sat up in bed.

“This will chase the blues away...” he sang.

“Of all the people in New York I had to room with you,” I said after sipping the coffee.

“Just lucky, I guess,” he said. “By the way, what are your plans for the rest of the day?”

I didn’t answer right away because I had not thought about the day beyond the first cup of black coffee.

“I see that you are deep in thought,” George said sarcastically, “but if you can possibly break away from your busy schedule, I would like to invite you to have lunch with Christine and me. This invitation, of course,” he added after a short pause, “is against my better judgment.”

I had known about Christine for a while, but I had never met her. According to George she and a friend had come into a club where he was playing with a quintet. He, of course, had a number of featured solos, and they invited him to their table after the set was over. It turned out that they had recently moved to New York from the West Coast. Their company—it had something to do with public relations, I think—had sent them on an indefinite assignment. George didn’t waste any time and before long he was showing Christine around New York. Since then their friendship had evolved into something more intimate; as far as I knew they were seeing each other exclusively, consequently George spent a lot of time over at Christine’s.

I asked him why he just didn’t move in with her, since he was spending most of his free time at her place.

“And why would I want to do something like that?” he said feigning a tone of surprise.

“Well, you spend most of your time over there, so you must like her a great deal,” I said, “and she must like you too if she is willing to forego every other man in New York and hang around with the likes of you.”

“Exactly!” he said as he raised his open hands, as if to emphasize the stupidity of my question. “Right now she only sees in me the glamorous side of being a musician, whatever that is. How long do you think she would put up with the irregular hours, the fast food in the middle of the night, the endless hours of rehearsing the trumpet?

This way we see each other when we know that we are going to devote to each other the time we have. We have a good thing going here, so why ruin it? After all, we are not in high school any more.”

I was beginning to see his point. They had agreed to respect each other’s space, give each other some privacy so the endless hours together would not undermine their relationship.

“Forget I asked,” I said. “It was a stupid question.”

“So are you going with me or not?” he asked again. “The invitation still stands.”

“Sure. I don’t have anything planned for today. I thought that maybe I could drop in by The Empty Hand later on, but I really hadn’t made up my mind.”

“You mean you are still hanging around that place?” he asked in disbelief.

“Of course. It is the best jazz club in the city, isn’t it?” I retorted.

“Sure, sure. A group of musicians playing for other musicians.

Fame and glory, but they will never make any real money. And if you want proof, look at the owner, what he makes he spends helping those musicians who he knows will never make a dime, even if they make a name for themselves.”

“Most of them have,” I said abruptly.

“Yeah, they cut albums that were the rave of critics, but sold just enough copies to cover expenses and maybe pay back the old man for what he put up front.”

“At least they had someone who believed in them,” I said.

“At least enough to help them record their music. That’s important, you know, having someone who believes in what you do.”

“Have another cup of coffee and wake up, Jack,” George said adopting a serious tone. “The world doesn’t operate like that; this city doesn’t operate like that. The accountants with their ledgers are behind everything, and believe me, all they want to see is a profit.”

“Maybe so; maybe for many people, or even most people, but not for me. And one more thing, Hans may never get rich running The Empty Hand, you are right, but he has something a lot more important than money.”

“And what is that?” George asked, with a tinge of sarcasm in his voice.

“First of all, he has the satisfaction of helping musicians who he thinks have promise, and most important he runs a club devoted entirely to jazz, without any influences from tourists or critics. He cares a lot about the musicians; that’s why the music at his club is always great. That is what makes him different from the rest; he is not just out to make a fast buck off the people who play at his club, but to help them with their careers in any way that he can.”

“Like I said, it won’t pay the rent. All he gets for his efforts is autographed pictures of the musicians once they get a break.”

“He gets a lot more than that,” I said emphatically, “he gets their gratitude. They always come back to The Empty Hand. They wouldn’t, you know, if they didn’t consider it home. They know that there one is free to play, after everyone has gone, for their own pleasure, without any of the demands that the public makes.”

I was beginning to feel a little annoyed at George; he knew all my weak spots and would attack them mercilessly whenever he wanted to get a rise out of me. Suddenly I realized that my headache was gone; I had gotten so involved in the argument with George that I had forgotten all about it. I finished my cup of coffee and smiled.

“Well, good morning,” George said. “I see that you are feeling better.”

It had all been a ploy on his part to get me out of my despondency.

After sharing the apartment with me for the past two years, he knew that occasionally I was given to periods of melancholy, and that being nice would not get me out of my darker moods. So he would systematically pick out the weak areas, as he had done this morning, and begin his relentless attack. Once my blood started flowing I was usually fine.

“You old son of a bitch,” I said. “You did it to me again.”

“No, Jack,” he said laughing, “you did it to yourself. Now I’ll ask you again; how about having lunch with us?”

“I think that’s a great idea. Thank you.” I really felt a lot better.

Just in a short time he had managed to change my outlook on the day ahead. What before seemed a curse was now a blessing; I would not have to fill the hours ahead with meaningless tasks, but was actually looking forward to getting out of the apartment and spending the afternoon with George and Christine.

I had another cup of coffee and then went into the shower.

The hot, steamy water always had the power to make me feel better, to make me think more clearly before facing the day ahead.

When I came out I dried myself vigorously with a thick towel; before shaving I cleaned the vapor that had collected on the surface of the mirror. My face looked different from the one I had seen reflected on the same mirror the night before. The harsh lines had all but disappeared; the dark circles under my eyes had softened and there was even a faint trace of a smile. A definite improvement. When I came out of the bathroom I was ready to face the day. I was also hungry.

George, of course, was sitting in the living room with his perennial copy of The New York Times. Today he was doing a crossword puzzle.

“Seven-letter name of a Spanish classical guitarist,” he said when he heard me come in, without lifting his eyes off the paper.

“Segovia,” I said after pausing for a moment.

“Just testing you,” he said smiling, “to see if you were fully awake.”

“Yes, I am awake now,” I said at the same time I helped myself to another cup of coffee from the pot that George had brought from the kitchen into the living room, so he would not have to get up whenever he finished what he had left in his Mickey Mouse cup.

“Any time you are ready,” I said.

“Just a minute,” George said, holding up his hand with the pencil in it, “I just need one more word to complete the horizontals.”

“What is it?” I asked. I knew that he wanted me to give him the answer, so we could leave. But this time he would not ask for it, since I already had given him one.

“Country where the Red Cross originated,” he said after pausing for a moment.

“I think it’s Switzerland, but I am not sure,” I told him as I walked to the closet to get my coat.

“That’s it!” he exclaimed with true enthusiasm in his voice. At times he could get excited over the most insignificant things. He hurriedly wrote down the answer and put the newspaper on the coffee table, so he could finish it later. His coat was not in the closet, but resting on the back of a chair, where he had left it the previous night after coming in. As soon as we opened the door to go into the hallway the rush of countless breakfasts cooking hit us. They combined in a thousand and one ways until there was no way to distinguish the individual dishes, but only an unidentifiable aroma that suggested many things, but committed itself to none. Outside the wind had subsided, but the temperature was still below freezing. Once again the city had come to life with the influx of thousands of commuters who went about their daily business holding on to their attaché cases as if they contained the most valuable documents on the face of the planet. On the streets taxis rushed by, on the way to some unknown, but doubtlessly urgent destinations.

We walked the three blocks to the subway station and made our way to the token booth. I paid for both tokens and gave one to George, who took it mechanically and then deposited it into the slot. He went through the turnstile and I did the same, following him onto the platform.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Queens,” he said dryly.

“Queens?” I repeated.

“Yes. Anything wrong with that?”

“No. Why should there be anything wrong? It just never occurred to me that she lived in Queens.”

George did not bother to answer that last comment. He just shrugged and looked down the tracks to see if the train was coming.

The morning rush hour was over, so the train was not too crowded and we didn’t have to wait long. First we felt the slight vibration under our feet, auguring its arrival. It stopped in front of the platform with a loud hiss and then its doors opened. We got it and sat down; at that time it was not difficult to find seats. We rode in silence, just watching the people getting on and off at the different stops and the irregular succession of light and darkness as the train surfaced and then went underground again. Eventually George stood up and I knew that we would be getting off at the next stop. The train slowed down and finally came to a halt. When its doors opened we stepped onto the platform and went up the stairs that led to the street above. Again I had to close the top button of my overcoat; the temperature had not gotten any warmer.

“Don’t worry, it’s not far from here,” George said after watching me trying to shield myself from the cold. He knew that I was used to the milder winters of southern Virginia.

We walked quickly, without paying much attention to the signs of the stores or the people on the sidewalks. After about ten minutes we stopped at an apartment building with a wrought-iron gate in front of the main door. It served both a decorative as well as a safety function for the occupants of the building. On the center of the gate there was a coat of arms of some sort, done in fired enamel and encased in an oval frame.

George rang the bell and after a few moments a voice that sounded almost mechanical came over the small speaker: “Who is it?”

“George, and I brought company,” he said.

The door opened with a metallic click and we stepped into the vestibule. On either side of the walls the small mail boxes, corresponding to the different apartments were apparent.

On the back there was an elevator and a closed metal door with the word ‘Stairs’ stenciled on it with red paint.

“Let’s walk up,” George said, “I don’t like elevators anyway.”

He walked over to the gray door, opened it, and started up the steps.

I followed him. On our ascent we passed two doors labeled ‘1st’ and ‘2nd’ respectively. When we arrived at the door labeled ‘3rd’ he opened it and walked down the hall. In front of the apartment labeled 3-D he stopped. Before he could knock on the door it opened, as if the person on the other side had been watching us.

“Hi, George,” the woman in the doorway said, at the same time she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. She suddenly must have realized that I was standing behind George, for she stopped, broke the embrace and stood back.

“You must be Jack,” she said, “I didn’t mean to be rude. Please, come in.”

Christine was nothing like I had pictured her. From what George had told me I had imagined her to be a young, impressionable woman, one who would have been easily bedazzled by a trumpet player at a Village night spot. But here was a woman in her late twenties, who had all the looks and all the moves of someone who was very much in control of her life. She was wearing a red suit made of a material that looked like silk —perhaps it was—with golden embroidery in front. The jacket was tied at the waist with a braided belt that matched the golden designs. She had jet-black long hair that fell softly on the red fabric, contrasting sharply with it, but shining just as much. Her eyes were a deep green, and I had to think immediately of Colombian emeralds. I extended my hand and hers was soft, yet firm.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said.

“Me too, Jack, but it feels as if I already know you.” She smiled when she said this and I could see that her teeth were aligned in perfect symmetry. No wonder she was working in public relations.

With her looks and charming manner, she would be successful in representing the devil himself.

“Why is that?” I asked as we came into the apartment, although I already knew the answer.

“Because of George, of course. He has told me a lot about you.”

“Oh, really? I would have thought that he would have something more interesting to talk about, especially with you. I wouldn’t talk about George if I were in his place.”

They both laughed.

“Well, we don’t always talk about you,” George said, “but I have mentioned your name in passing.”

“All bad, of course.”

“Of course,” he said and they both laughed again.
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