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    To the real Arnie, thanks for being such a good friend, especially when I didn't know how much I didn't know.
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CHAPTER ONE:  JUST ANOTHER SATURDAY NIGHT AT THE SHOW
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New York City, Spring 1997

“Hey, Remy!” I greeted the box office manager as I entered the off-Broadway theatre’s front doors. “Did you have a good dinner break?”

“Oh, you know, never long enough,” Remy Doucet smiled at me. “Always gotta deal with paperwork.”

“How’s the house tonight?” I asked.

“A little smaller than last night,” she said. “I think Richard Lloyd’s pan had an effect. We had a few cancellations.”

“Ick,” I said, my hand on the handle to the door to the house.

“Hopefully the TCG group next week won’t cancel,” said Remy.

“Have a good one,” I said, and disappeared into the house.

“How was your dinner break?” Dora Deene, one of our regular ushers called out as she and Miss Jensen, another regular, tidied up seats and prepared the programs. “Did you eat?”

“Yeah, I ran home and grabbed something,” I said.

“You’re so thin, you need to eat more,” said Dora.

“Just because she doesn’t look like a well-upholstered sofa doesn’t mean she’s not eating,” said Miss Jensen. “She might have high metabolism. I did, at her age.”

“You still do, Miss Jensen,” I said. “You look fantastic. You both do.” Dora was a bit on the blowsy, fading actress end of the spectrum, but she still looked good. Mostly because she worked at it.

“It’s a skill,” Dora gave her hearty, smoker’s laugh.

“Thank you, dear,” said Miss Jensen.

I smiled at them both, climbed the stairs to the stage, waving at Ed and Billy, the stagehands setting up for the night. I headed backstage, where I took the stairs down to the room that served as greenroom and laundry room. 

I moved the laundry from the first show from the washer to the dryer, and grabbed the basket with the doubles for the second show in its square blue laundry basket to start distribution and gather what needed to be steamed or ironed.

I headed up the stairs, past stage level, to the next floor, which had the dressing rooms. It was a small theatre, which meant a small show. There were only three dressing rooms. One was for the men, one for the women, and one served as the stage manager’s office.

I stuck my head into the office first, where my friend Caren DelVecchio, the stage manager, was doing paperwork while the assistant stage manager, Ericka Hatcher, twirled in the office chair, chatting.

“—and we just connected, right away, at the open circle in Park Slope,” Ericka said, playing with the pentacle she wore around her neck. “I mean, you’ve gotta be careful with pagan men, you know? A lot of them are in it just for the sex. But Caradoc’s the real deal.” She looked up and saw me in the doorway. “Hey, Nina. How was dinner?”

“Fine. I got to go home, which was a nice break. I like working in a theatre close to my apartment.” I looked at Caren. “Any word on understudies?”

“Not yet, but it’s not half hour,” Caren warned. “Although I think almost everyone’s back in the building already. I think Neil stayed in and slept.”

“I’ll be quiet when I go into the dressing room,” I said.

“You think that Richard Lloyd review will shut us down?” Ericka asked.

“I hope not,” said Caren.

“I don’t get why he’s even a reviewer,” I said, “since he hates every show he sees.”

“That’s why he’s a reviewer,” said Caren. “He found a way to get paid for being nasty.”

“It’s not right,” I said.

“Let karma take care of it,” said Ericka.

“I don’t want to wait that long,” I said. 

I continued to the next door and tapped gently on the door.

“Come in,” Neil West called, in his melodic voice.

I opened the door. “On your own?” I asked, looking around the dressing room.

“Yup. Got a decent rest, so I’m all set for tonight’s show.” He smiled at me. 

“Good.” I distributed the laundry, checked the doubles on the shirts I’d ironed that morning, and gathered the suits that needed a good steam. I checked the shoes. One of the pairs, Herbie Zimmer’s, needed polishing. Of course. I stuck them under my arm. “See you in a bit.”

I hung the suits on a hook in the hallway, and put down the shoes. I still couldn’t believe I was working a show with Herbie Zimmer. After everything that happened last fall when I was temping with Carstairs-Hawthorne, and Herbie taking part in what his friend Andrew told him was a prank that wound up getting Andrew killed, I hoped I’d never see Herbie Zimmer again, much less have to work with him. But New York is basically a series of small towns in one major city.  

I knocked on the women’s dressing room door.

“Come in,” Vivien Long called, and I entered. Vivien and Fredericka Sharpe, two of the actresses in the show, were at their makeup stations, chatting, with Laurey Cohen, the understudy, who was lying down in a legs-up-the-wall pose.

“No Lacie yet?” I asked, as I distributed the laundry.

“She’s at hot yoga,” said Vivien. “She’ll be back soon.”

“Hot yoga.” Laurey rolled her eyes. “I can’t even imagine.”

“I have enough trouble at regular yoga,” I said. “I’d probably pass out in hot yoga.”

“Lacie likes to challenge herself,” said Fredericka. “She’ll come in and have ten times the energy she did when she came in this morning.”

“I love her,” said Vivien. “But she wears me out.”

I laughed as I gathered up what needed to be steamed. Their shoes, of course, were still all fine.

I tossed Herbie’s shoes in the now-empty laundry basket, folded the clothes on their hangers on top, and headed down the stairs back to the basement to start steaming everything out.

Ambroze Blaze, the understudy, was on the couch, doing a crossword puzzle.

“Hey, Ambroze,” I said, setting up the steamer.

“You mind if I hang out down here until the show starts?” he asked.

“Course not. That’s what a green room is for.”

“Herbie thinks I’m plotting to kill them all so I can get on stage.” Ambroze rolled his eyes.

“You’re kidding.”

“I kid you not,” said Ambroze. “He keeps saying I’m going to poison them or throw them down the stairs. He’s paranoid.”

As annoyed as I often was with Herbie, I also remembered the chaos of last autumn. “He’s had a rough few months.”

“He needs medication or a new therapist,” said Ambroze. “I took the understudy job because it’s some easy cash while I audition. I’ve got a photo shoot on Monday with Dakin Columbe, and three auditions this week, one for a show, one for a film, and one for a television piece.”

“Good luck on all of them,” I said, running the steamer over the clothes. I loved the way the wrinkles fell out. Dakin Columbe was famous for his photographs of male nudes. Ambrose had the looks and the build to be pretty impressive in those photos, and he’d never made it a secret that he had ambitions far beyond an off-Broadway show.

“Thanks,” he said. “I think I’ll fast tomorrow, so nothing pooches in Monday’s photo shoot.” Before I could respond, he said, “Hey, you think Richard Lloyd’s review will shut us down early?”

“We had some good reviews from other papers,” I said. “Stella Flannigan liked us, and she’s giving the misogynistic male reviewers a run for their money.”

“Yeah, but Lloyd’s known as the Show Killer,” said Ambroze.

“Do not,” said Roq, the wardrobe supervisor, entering the room, “do not upset the other actors by talking about Richard Lloyd’s review in this building.”

Ambroze stared at Roq. “I’m just—”

“Nope,” said Roq. “Not all the actors read reviews, or want to hear about them. Especially Richard Lloyd’s. We do not talk about them in the building.”

“Yes, boss,” Ambroze sounded sulky. “Can we talk about that missing actor?”

“Dominic Gemelli,” said Roq. “Caren put up the flyer on the sign-in board. Well, Ericka put it up.” Roq grabbed Herbie’s shoes out of the basket and attacked them with shoe polish. 

“What missing actor?” I asked.

“Haven’t you seen the news lately?” Ambroze asked.

“I’ve been practically living here,” I said. “Helping MaryBeth and Roq get all the understudy clothes for you and Laurey done.” MaryBeth was the costume designer’s assistant. “When I go home, I have other things to do than watch depressing television.” I mean, my television was tiny anyway. I lived in a studio apartment.

“Right, because I’m gonna throw one of them down the stairs or poison them.” Ambroze rolled his eyes.

“Or they might get hit by a bus or come down with the flu,” I countered. “Missing actor story?”

“So, this actor guy, Dominic Gemelli, went missing up in Central Park few nights back,” said Ambroze. “I mean, the dude probably went for some fun up at the Ramble—”

“He didn’t disappear at the Ramble,” Roq said, in a voice that hinted he was on the edge of his patience.

“Maybe he drowned by the boathouse,” Ambroze suggested.

“Cops already checked. Nothing,” said Roq.

“He’s not a bad actor you know,” said Ambroze. “We were in class together, maybe a year ago? Worked on a scene from American Buffalo. I mean, he’s a little full of himself, but he’s a pretty decent actor.”

“Does anyone have any idea what happened?” I asked.

Roq shook his head. “When he didn’t turn up at his apartment for a couple of days, his roommates called his girlfriend, but she hadn’t seen him. She thought he was preparing for a movie audition. His roommates thought he was spending time with his girlfriend.”

“He’s gotta be dead by now,” said Ambroze.

“Always the optimist,” said Roq. He put the shoes back into the laundry bin and took the men’s clothes I finished. “I’ll take them up,” he said.

“Thanks.”

“We’re going dancing at The Blue Lamp on Avenue A after the show,” said Roq. “Wanna come?”

“Sure,” I said. “Is it okay if I invite Zack?” Zack Grendl and I were hanging out a lot right now, since neither one of us was seriously dating anyone.

“Yeah, Zack’s fun,” said Roq. “My friend Ohm’s working the door tonight. There won’t be a problem getting in.”

“I’ll give him a call after I take up the clothes,” I said.

Roq disappeared with the men’s clothes, while I started steaming the women’s clothes.

“Is he always such a hardass?” Ambroze asked, when Roq was out of earshot.

“He’s a great boss, protective of actors and crew alike,” I said. “He’ll protect you just as much as he does anyone else.”

“I can take care of myself,” said Ambroze.

“Keep telling yourself that,” I said. I shut off the steamer, grabbed the clothes, and headed back upstairs.

I knocked on the women’s dressing room, and was granted entrance. “Hey, Lacie,” I said, as Lacie Lamont came out of the bathroom, wearing sweats, her hair in a towel from the shower. “How was yoga?”

“Excellent,” said Lacie. “I love that class. Your friend Zack’s in it, too.”

“He mentioned something about it,” I said, sorting and hanging the clothes. “Hinting I should join him. No, thanks.”

“He’s good looking enough to be an actor,” said Lacie. “He ever think about it?”

“I doubt it,” I said. “He’s getting his master’s in history.”

Lacie laughed. “He’s way too hot to be an historian.”

I wondered if Lacie planned to try and date Zack. Before I could say anything, Fredericka joked, “Planning on becoming an agent if you don’t make it as a star?”

“You can handle my business any time,” Vivien laughed.

“Hell, no, I love acting too much,” said Lacie.

Laurey looked bemused by it all.

“I saw the flyer about Dominic Gemelli on the call board,” said Lacie. “That’s scary. I hope he’s not dead.”

“You think he is?” Laurey asked.

“I think there’d be a better chance of finding him alive if someone reported him missing sooner,” said Lacie.

“This is why check-in systems are so important,” Fredericka said. “I’ve got a whole system set up with my girlfriends and with Miguel.” Miguel was Fredericka’s boyfriend, also an actor. I’d worked with him on a showcase a few months ago, and it was through him that I first met Fredericka.

“Yes,” said Lacie. “If I don’t show up somewhere, there’s a boatload of people who’ll come looking for me.”

She was lucky. I couldn’t think of anyone who’d look for me. Maybe Zack. Maybe Detective Charlie Greer, if anyone told him about it. Caren, if I missed a show call. Yeah, there were people who’d notice. The thought cheered me up.

“Did you know him?” Laurey asked.

“I did a showcase with him, maybe a year ago?” Lacie sat at her makeup station and started sponging on her foundation. “At one of those little theatres on 42nd Street, between 9th and 10th?”

“Hate working there for the lack of money, love working there because it’s across the street from my apartment,” said Fredericka, who had a sliding scale rental apartment in the coveted Manhattan Plaza.

“What was he like?” Laurey asked.

“Northern Italian cute,” said Lacie. “But I had to keep firm boundaries with him. He got a little aggressive on stage with me sometimes, rough, you know? I wasn’t having it, even though the director kept saying it wasn’t a big deal. It was a big deal, to me, so I made him stop. Once we got that straightened out, he was fine.” She sighed. “I really hope he’s not dead.”
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CHAPTER TWO: AFTER HOURS AMUSEMENTS
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The performance went well. The audience might have been smaller than usual for a Saturday night show, but they liked it and let the actors know it, so we all felt good. I grabbed the clothes, started the laundry, and got a few things ready so I wouldn’t have to come in so early before the Sunday matinee. 

Roq filled out his portion of the show report and gave it to Caren, then checked the repair list. “I’ll take care of Stewart’s torn jacket sleeve if you can replace the broken buttons on Herbie’s shirt and re-do the section of Lacie’s hem that’s drooping.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.

“You ready?” Roq asked.

“Yeah.” I put on my brother’s red letter varsity jacket and grabbed my bag. We clambered up the stairs. Caren finished up her paperwork and faxed it to the company manager as Ericka made sure the actors had cleared out of the dressing rooms. We crossed the stage, lit only now by a ghost light, and headed up the aisle and through the doors in the lobby, making sure they closed behind us. We waved to Markus, the house manager. 

“All clear back there,” Caren assured him. He could shut down the front and go home. We were too small a theatre to have a stage door.

Zack Grendl waited out on the sidewalk, and I felt happier just seeing him. He was gorgeous, with his very dark hair that had just a hint of a wave to it, his dark eyes, his high cheekbones. Lacie was right; he was too hot to be an historian, unless he played a hero in an action movie. He was the most comfortable-in-his-skin person I’d ever met, and I wondered if that was because he was one of thirteen kids. I felt lucky to have him as a friend.

He was chatting with an equally hot guy who was a little taller than Zack, lean but muscular, with chestnut hair caught back in a ponytail, and vibrant, green eyes. As he spotted Ericka, his face lit up, and I figured he must be the guy Ericka was so crazy about.

“Hey, babe,” he said, giving her a kiss. “How’d it go?”

“Fine,” said Ericka. “Audience liked it, actors are happy, no major mishaps. Everyone, this is Caradoc Blade. He’s a gardener in Central Park.”

Caradoc laughed. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

“Okay, the abridged version. Gives you something to talk about later.” She twinkled up at him, then smiled at the rest of us. “You can all introduce yourselves as you see fit. Hey, Zack, glad you’re joining us.”

“It sounded like fun,” said Zack. He gave me a smile and then looked at Caren. “Coming with?”

She shook her head. “Going home and getting some sleep for tomorrow’s two shows. I’ll go out tomorrow night for the end-of-week cocktail hour.”

Ericka hooked one arm through mine and one arm through Caradoc’s as we navigated the East Village to The Blue Lamp over on Avenue A. Roq and Zack were behind us, chatting up a storm. Theatre people are friendly anyway, and Zack, used to dealing with all kinds of people, fit right in with my co-workers.

As Roq said, Ohm, a thick-set black man with a shaved head, was at the door. He waved us up, past the line, which caused some consternation.

“Who the hell are you?” someone called.

Zack smirked over his shoulder. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

We went inside, got our hands stamped. Roq knew the drag queen working coat check, and we had a safe place to leave our stuff, which was great. I always wander around the city as though I’m a snail with my house on my back, because it’s so rare to be able to get home between whatevers. Tonight, I just kept a small purse on a sturdy chain with my wallet and lipstick, and left the backpack in coat check.

The lights were multi-colored but dim, the music loud and danceable. We refreshed ourselves with margaritas before hitting the dance floor. We danced with each other, switching partners throughout, and with total strangers. One guy started getting a little handsy with me; before I decided to knee him in the nuts, Caradoc cut in and guided me away.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, thanks,” I said. “And, thanks to you, his nuts are safe, at least for now.”

Caradoc laughed, a low, delightful sound. “I have no doubt. But my concern is more for you than him.”

“I appreciate it. I’m used to taking care of myself.”

“I’m sure you’re good at it. But you don’t have to, all the time.”

I was pretty sure he was too into Ericka to be flirting with me, so I decided to take it as genuine.

I caught sight of Roq and Zack dancing together, and wondered if anything was going on there or if they were just, you know, friends dancing. Of course, he’d been dancing pretty intensely with some other women and some other guys since we’d arrived, so who was I to think anything about any of it? The song ended and the opening bars of the Prince song “Kiss” began. Zack caught sight of me, flashed a smile, and came over.

“I’m stealing her from you, Caradoc,” said Zack. “This is our song.”

We joked about it being “our” song because so many times, in the past months, we’d wound up dancing to it together, and this was no different, although, as usual, intense. As the last note faded away, we stared at each other, as though on a precipice.

Then, someone jostled into me, spilling a drink on me, and the moment was broken.

“I’m so sorry,” said the drunk young woman. “I can get a napkin—”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’ll dance it off.”

After a couple of hours, I knew it was time for me to go home. I stood near the bar with Caradoc and Ericka. We talked about Dominic Gemelli, the missing actor. Well, Ericka did most of the talking. Caradoc looked distressed, and I watched Zack dance with a pretty, darkhaired woman. He leaned forward and whispered something to her. She giggled. 

He walked away from her, zigzagging his way through the dancers toward us. “You gonna be okay if I take off?” he asked me. “I’m going to go home with Jen.”

“Yeah, sure, fine.” I wasn’t sure why it felt like a gut punch, but it did.

“You sure?” he asked, watching me.

“I’m with friends,” I emphasized.

“We’ll make sure she gets home safe,” said Caradoc.

“Okay then. We still on for movie night tomorrow?” Zack asked me.

“Sure,” I said, sounding less than enthusiastic.

“Good night. Thanks for inviting me.” He gave my arm a squeeze and returned to Jen. She put her hand in the back pocket of his jeans as they headed for the door.

Ericka pressed her lips together, watching them, then watching me. “You shouldn’t tell him it’s fine when it’s not,” she said.

“We’re not a couple,” I said. “We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

“You could,” said Ericka.

“No,” I said. “We can’t.”

***
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Caradoc was, of course, as good as his word. I couldn’t decide if playing the knight errant was natural to him, or if he was out to impress Ericka. In any case, they walked me home, about an hour or so after Zack left with the Jen person. Roq met a cute guy he intended to go home with, so everyone was paired up, except me.

I thanked Ericka and Caradoc for walking me home, and headed up the stairs to my studio apartment. I turned on the light and greeted my three plants: Esmerelda, the philodendron I’d had for a while: Ralph, the aloe plant Detective Charlie Greer gave me; Betty Anne, the apricot begonia that was a gift from Zack.

I poured myself a Jack Daniel’s, knowing it was a bad idea after those margaritas, and not caring. So much in my studio apartment had to do with Zack. My desk was a piece I’d found out on the street. Zack was the one who helped me strip it and refinish it, and we’d put on new vintage-looking hardware from Restoration Hardware to make it look fancy. The built-in bookcases that now covered one wall of the apartment were built by Zack and his brothers Aiden and Jeffrey. The desk tucked right into the bookcase alcove. I’d spruced up the small typewriter table I found on the street and put it at right angles to the desk holding the baby bubble Canon printer. But it was Zack’s brother Alexander, the one who built bridges, who gave me the desktop computer, when he upgraded to something fancier. He’d made sure the IT guy from his office had wiped it and rebuilt it so it wouldn’t die on me for a good long time. My apartment looked less like a leftover student crash pad and more like a place one could actually live.

I was grateful for their friendship and all the time and attention they showered on me, but sometimes, it made me feel lonelier than I felt before I met any of them.

I turned on the computer tower and waited for it to boot up. Zack had helped me set up a CompuServe account. We emailed back and forth regularly, even though we saw each other a lot. He said it was to get me used to email, because the world was moving to make that the common communication.

I checked my email. There was one from Tom Grandy. He was an amazing writer, and sort of a friend, who kept sending me mixed signals about whether or not he wanted to be involved with me. He made huge romantic gestures like showing up at my place with a Christmas tree and taking me out to buy decorations, but wouldn’t leave his girlfriend. Which made him a nonstarter for me. I’m not going to be the other woman. I don’t like it when it happens to me, and I’m not going to do that to another woman, even if I don’t like her.

But Tom wanted to get together for brunch before the matinee. We hadn’t been in regular touch for a few weeks (for good reason), and he claimed to miss me. I knew it wasn’t a good idea, but why not punish myself some more by seeing him, so I emailed him and told him to meet me at 10 AM at Around the Clock on Stuyvesant Street. I loved their Eggs Benedict, and he could damn well pay for them.

I sent off an email to Zack, even though I knew he wouldn’t get it until whenever he emerged from that Jen person’s apartment the next day. I asked him if we could do movie night here, at my place. I wasn’t up to the place he was living right now, his aunt’s place on Jane Street in the West Village, with his roommate and his roommate’s girlfriend. They were nice, the townhouse was amazing, but I wanted to be in my own space after a long week at the theatre.

Once the emails were done, I logged onto a bulletin board where a bunch of us talked about books. My handle was “ShakespeareSister” after the Virigina Woolf passage in her book A Room of One’s Own about what would have happened to Shakespeare’s sister, had she wanted to write.

I “talked” regularly with a bunch of people on the board, but mostly with someone using the handle “ShakespeareSpawn423.” April 23 was the day usually celebrated as Shakespeare’s birthday. I wondered how many of the other members of the board understood the joke.

I didn’t see ShakespeareSpawn423 when I logged on. I wasn’t sure if the handle was used by a guy or a girl. I suspected it was a guy, but I didn’t want to project. There were some other regulars on the site, and we got into a lively discussion of Caleb Carr’s The Alienist and his upcoming book, The Angel of Darkness. Zack and I both read The Alienist when it first came out. We both liked it, although we disagreed on some of the points. But I’d talked about it enough that I wasn’t intimidated by discussing it with the group, even though someone calling themselves HaroldBloomProdigy argued with everything everyone said. The person behind that handle was definitely a guy, who thought he knew more than anyone else about everything.

HaroldBloomProdigy was often put in his place by someone calling herself AKGGhost, a nod to one of the first female mystery writers, Anna Katherine Green. AKGGhost really knew her literary shit. Sometimes it was fun to just sit back and watch them spar.

Eventually, I noticed that ShakespeareSpawn423 logged on, and we got into our own conversation about Terry Pratchett. We both loved reading Pratchett. So did Zack, who promised to buy us both copies of Jingo as soon as it came out in November.

We started talking about the Hogfather, and I mentioned that Zack gave it to me, and that it was, in fact, Zack who’d turned me on to Terry Pratchett in the first place.

You talk about this Zack guy a lot, ShakespeareSpawn423 wrote. Is he your boyfriend or something?

No! I typed back as fast as possible. But he’s pretty much my best friend, and we spend a lot of time together.

SS423: I don’t know. The way you talk about him, it’s like you’re lovers.

We’re not. If Zack ever joined this bulletin board and found this exchange, I would be mortified. I hadn’t even mentioned this board to him, because I liked having it all to myself. Yeah, I felt guilty at times, but I didn’t want to share it. Or read Zack flirting with other members of the board.

SS423: Do you want to be?

I’m not discussing this with you, I typed.

SS423: Sorry, sorry, I don’t want to offend you. I’m sorry about Richard Lloyd’s review of your show. I hope it doesn’t hurt ticket sales.

You read it? I wondered if that meant ShakespeareSpawn423 lived in New York. I don’t know where I imagined ShakespeareSpawn423 living, but it wasn’t in a radius close enough to read that review. Was it creepy or flattering that this individual cared enough to read reviews of something in which I was involved? I wasn’t sure.

SS423: I was curious. I tracked it down.

At the library? I typed, wanting to give ShakespeareSpawn423 the benefit of the doubt.

SS423: Yeah. Useful things, libraries.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. We typed back and forth about the show for a few minutes, and then signed off for the night. 

I fell asleep feeling a little happier and less lonely than when I’d walked into the apartment.
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CHAPTER THREE:  THE DRAG QUEEN & THE FIREFIGHTER
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I woke up feeling only a little hungover. I’d danced off most of the margaritas, so I knew the later Jack Daniel’s was to blame. I made coffee, took a couple of Advil, and jumped into my tiny shower.

While in the shower, I could hear my med student neighbor Matt giggling with whichever bimbo he’d hooked up with for the night. Suzanne hadn’t been around lately, so I figured he dumped her and found someone else. He was rarely alone.

Good thing no one was building an ark. I’d be left behind.

I dressed in black jeans and a black sweater. I tossed a clean, long-sleeved black tee shirt into my backpack for the two-show day, made sure I had a full bottle of Advil in there, and my keys. I gave the plants a little water, and checked my email. No cancellation from Tom; confirmation from Zack that movie night would be at my place, and he’d meet us at the “usual” bar where we hung out after the Sunday show. His roommate Philip was hosting a meditation circle at their apartment, and this way, neither of our plans interfered with the other.

I slipped on my black Reeboks and my brother’s jacket, and clattered down the stairs, hoping I hadn’t woken up Randi, my downstairs neighbor. I crewed for her band’s gigs when I wasn’t working a show, and I knew she liked to sleep in on Sundays.

But she must be awake, because the apartment door next to her was wide open, as was the door to the street. Movers banged furniture and boxes in. That apartment had such a quick turnover rate I usually just introduced myself to the new tenant, promptly forget them, and if I ever remembered them again, they were already gone. My Aunt Susan would be very disappointed in me for not baking cookies or something. But my Aunt Susan was dead, so unless her ghost wanted to come back and scold me, I was home free.

I left the building, hoping the new tenant remembered to close the propped door when the move was done.

“Boys, honeys, be careful of those racks! Do you how many hours of labor went into those costumes?” The speaker was a guy a little taller than me, with curly dark hair, in skinny white jeans tucked into platform boots, and a black tank top, with a bright pink boa around his shoulders. The movers he admonished wrestled with a half a dozen rolling racks of costumes, some of which threatened to tip over and spill into East Sixth Street.

“Are they tied to rack?” I asked. “Run some packing tape around, winding it and over the top, and that should help.” When they all stared at me, I said, “I work in theatre. In wardrobe.”

“Oooh, what a good idea,” the man said, opening his wide hazel eyes, which held enormous false lashes. He turned to the movers. “What she said? Do it. Thanks so much.” He turned back to me. “You live in the building, hon?”

“Nina Bell. I live in the apartment over your neighbor, Randi. She’s a musician. There’s a med student living over you. On the third floor, Holly lives in your line, over Matt’s apartment. She’s a dancer.” I wasn’t about to add “in a strip club.” Holly could fill him in if she chose. “And my upstairs neighbor is Tory. She’s a set designer. An artist named Hortense Cavendish rents both apartments on the top floor, one to live in and one to paint in. We don’t see her much, but she’s perfectly nice when we do.”

“Oh, how fun! Such a creative building. I’m so excited. I’m Adora Devyne,” he offered me his hand, with red-manicured nails that put my own scuffed ones to shame. “The bell will read Alvin Devins, which is my legal name, but I perform as Adora Devyne, and you can call me that. Or Alvin. Or sweetie. Or whatever you want, as long as it’s not mean. Are you rushing off? I’d love to have tea or coffee with you. I bought plenty of pastries for the boys, you know, because they’re working so hard. From Magnolia Bakery, not the grocery store!”

“Meeting a friend for brunch, but I’d love to hang out some time,” I said. It was impossible not to like Adora/Alvin.

“Oh, oh, oh, whoever is that?” Adora/Alvin stared across the street at the handsome, muscular guy with wavy blond hair strolling down the street. He stopped at the building across from us and began fishing in his pocket for a key.

“Sex on a stick,” I muttered, not realizing I spoke until Adora/Alvin countered with, “I’d like to sex his stick, that’s for sure,” and we both laughed.

“Yoo-hoo!” Adora/Alvin called out.

The guy looked up and smiled. “Me-hoo?” he teased.

“Yes, exactly. Are you doing the walk of shame?”

He laughed. “Nah, just coming back from nightshift.” He strolled across the street. “Sebastian Towalski. I’m a firefighter over at Fire Engine 33 and Ladder 9 over on Great Jones.”

“The really pretty building,” I said, and blushed.

“Yeah, we keep it nice,” He gave me a beautiful smile.

“Well, I certainly feel much safer knowing you are here to put out some flames,” said Adora/Alvin. “Adora Devyne, also known reluctantly as Alvin Devins. And this is my lovely neighbor, Nina Bell.”

“Adora, Nina, nice to meet you. I moved in coupla weeks ago myself. I gotta get some sleep right now, but I’ll see you around, okay?”

“Look forward it, sweetheart,” said Adora/Alvin.

Sebastian strolled back over to his building and let himself in, giving us a wave before he shut the door. I did not mind watching that easy, sexy gait at all.

I hadn’t been able to say a word beyond the stupid comment about the pretty firehouse. Adora/Alvin looked at me and laughed. “Oh, honey, I know. I know. I’m going to have to have a housewarming party when I know he’s not on duty.”

“Or maybe when he’s on duty and make sure he makes a house call?” I countered.

“Tempting, honey, tempting, but I wouldn’t want to put my neighbors as risk.”

“I already love you for that,” I laughed.

“Kiss, kiss, go meet your friend and let me deal with the movers,” said Adora/Alvin. “Your friend? Is he cute?”

“Very, and completely unavailable,” I said.

Adora/Alvin put hand to heart. “I’ve been there. It’s rough, but there’s also something exciting about it. Have fun!”

***

[image: ]


Tom was waiting outside the restaurant. The way he smiled when I walked up to him warmed me to my toes. I wished that we really were dating, and meeting for a romantic brunch. We hugged, and he held on a little longer and tighter than was appropriate, so I was the one who pulled back.

One of the waiters recognized me and found us a table right away, even though the place was packed. That’s why I loved being a regular in my favorite restaurants; they valued me and took care of me. In return, I kept spending money there and tipped as much as I could afford, and often more.

Without being asked, the waiter filled our coffee cups. He put one hand on his hip and grinned at me. “Let me guess? Lox Benedict?”

“Absolutely,” I said, not even looking at the menu. “My favorite thing, other than your lox and onion omlette. With hash browns and whole wheat toast.” I pointed at Tom. “He’s buying.”

“I should hope so,” said the waiter, and turned his attention to Tom. “What’re you having, hon?”

Tom gave the waiter an easy smile. “Ham and mushroom omlette with hash browns and whole wheat toast.”

“You got it, darlin’.” The waiter took our menus and sashayed away.

“How’s the novel?” I asked, not wanting to talk about the situation between us. “When I saw you in Chicago, you were almost finished with the next draft. Which draft is it again?”

“I’m calling it the fourth draft, but that’s oversimplifying.” Tom grimaced. “But yeah, it’s done. It counts as my thesis and semester credit, so I’ll get my master’s degree on time this May. My advisor submitted it to his agent, who agreed to take me on, and he sold it at auction. Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux won. It’s going to be a nice bit of cash, once the contract’s finalized.”

“That’s wonderful news!” I gasped.

“I’m scared to death,” Tom admitted. “I had lunch with my new editor, I feel like such a pompous prick saying that—”

“Why? It’s true. You wrote a kick-ass book and have an editor at a major publishing house.”

“She took me to The Monkey Bar, over in the Hotel Elysee on East 54th. It was pretty cool, the retro décor and all.” He looked at me from under his lashes. “I want to take you there sometime.”

“Maybe.” I was noncommittal. “Was it a good meeting?”

“I guess. Fern, my editor’s name is Fern Rabinowitz—”
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