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        ★★★★★ “A rom com set in BOSTON in the 80s?? Yes please!”

        - NYT bestselling author Erin Nicholas

        ★★★★★ “This author is truly a master at creating likeable, three-dimensional characters.”

        - Laurie Reads Romance

        ★★★★★ I'm always happy to read Karen's books that transport me back to the 80s and 90s. I love her snippets of music, TV, current events of that time period sprinkled throughout the book for that hit of nostalgia.”

        - Pixiedust reads

        ★★★★★ “I super, highly, and absolutely love and recommend this series! Readers who love the 80s/90s nostalgic era and maturing "broken" characters will be captivated with the characters, the plot, and the unforgettable era of the 80s/90s - the good, the bad, and even the ugly side of things.”

        - Currant7recommends

        ★★★★★ “I am loving this series, each book is entertaining and contains plenty of laugh out loud moments and heartfelt ones.”

        - Bookbub review

        ★★★★★ “Karen Grey has a lovely, deft touch with her characters, the plot, and with the world she's created.”

        - Bookbub review

        ★★★★★ “I love these retro romance reads!”

        - Bookbub review

        ★★★★★ “I’m all about this semi-historical genre. The music, the radio, the phones with cords. Every bit of it.”

        - Goodreads review
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      The content notes below are meant to give readers a generalized view of potentially triggering subjects within this novel.

      
        
          	
        Use of expletives: frequent but not mean-spirited
      

      	
        Sex/Nudity: several sex scenes
      

      	
        Violence: none
      

      	
        Death: none
      

      	
        Other: major traumatic events in main characters’ pasts including severe burns and an eating disorder
      

      

      

      
        
        If you’d like a more detailed list of content warnings (which may include spoilers) they are available at: https://www.karengrey.com/contentguidance

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To anyone and everyone who has suffered loss,

        faced pain and found unexpected gifts.

      

      

      

      
        
        “Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind,

        And therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.”

        —William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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      Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess.

      She was a tad vain and spoiled, but aren’t all princesses?

      To be honest, she wasn’t a princess per se, she was just an upper-middle-class Jewish girl from a little town outside of Boston.

      But she was beautiful. And it wasn’t exactly her fault that she was spoiled. From the moment she popped out of her mother’s womb, everyone oohed and ahhed at her perfectly formed features, her dark curls, her thick lashes and her expressive eyes. By the time she could speak, she’d been praised for that beauty more times than anyone could count. Who could blame her for trading on those looks?

      If you could have every wish granted with a sweet, dimpled smile or a demure flutter of lashes, wouldn’t you?

      The problem, of course, is that beauty fades. Skin wrinkles, breasts sag, curls lose their gloss, and the plumpest of lips thin.

      If a girl truly believes her worth to be a function of her outward appearance, what is she to do when the mirror cracks?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once upon another time, there was a beast of a little boy.

      He hadn’t started out that way. He was his family’s darling. Everyone adored his wide smile, his sweet nature and his big brown eyes that flashed with humor.

      Unfortunately, our little hero was impatient. He wanted to be like his older brothers, to stay up late and watch movies and eat popcorn.

      One night, he was awakened by moonlight shining on his face. He couldn’t yet tell time, but he knew that it must be very, very late—so late that everyone had finally turned off the television and trooped off to bed. The huge round moon gave him an idea. He knew where the popcorn was kept. He knew how to turn on the flame. Just like in the commercials, he would make the foil rise to a shape like the moon.

      If he did that—all by himself—he’d never be treated like a baby again.

      His skin prickled with cold when he pushed the bedcovers aside. He didn’t like the tight pajamas his mother tried to put on him every night, so he slept in his undies. He did love his Superman cape, however, so he slipped it over his head. The cape warmed him and made him feel brave.

      He crept downstairs, pushed a chair across the kitchen floor, climbed onto the counter, opened the cabinet and stretched his pudgy four-year-old arm until he grasped the metal handle of the magic popcorn maker. He crawled over to the stove and sat down next to it. He hesitated, unsure. He couldn’t quite remember what came next. He just wanted to watch the foil rise and to hear the kernels pop.

      Finally, he remembered: the knobs! Reaching across the burners, he turned the one closest to him.

      There was a whoosh.

      Sadly, what happened next turned his life into a living hell.
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        Motormouth Motor here at WBAR—Boston’s best rock station—with your traffic and weather on the ones: There are a lot of cars on the road and it’s cold out. Get used to it.

      

      

      JESS

      When I get home from work at four-thirty in the afternoon on December 1, 1988, having spent the day teaching dance and aerobics to rich kids at a posh private school, it’s already dark outside. It’s as cold inside my apartment as it is outside, which means the furnace is on the fritz again.

      My thirtieth birthday just gets better and better.

      No messages on the answering machine, which means no auditions for me tomorrow. Nobody told me that ad agencies go into hibernation from Thanksgiving to New Year’s. I was really hoping for a chance to book something this month. Even doing background in a commercial would help pay the bills.

      At least my heating oil charges will be low. Just as I find the super’s number in my day planner—which I should have memorized by now, I have to call him so often—the phone rings and I pick it up, hopeful for some good news. “This is Jess.”

      “Hey, it’s Will. Happy Birthday.”

      Will’s my best boy friend. Not boyfriend. We’ve played lovers at Shakespeare Boston too many times to count, but he’s as much of a brother as my real brother is. Plus, he has a pretty serious girlfriend.

      “Thanks, but can you keep that under your hat? Last thing I need is everyone in town asking how old I am now.”

      “So, old woman, did you get a call?”

      “You mean about Hamlet?”

      “Well, yeah. Duh.”

      “Uh, no. I didn’t.” But he probably did. “Are you telling me you’re playing the Prince of Denmark?”

      “I am.” The pride in his voice is laced with concern. “But I didn’t get to ask about the rest of the cast. Did you check your machine?”

      “I’m standing right here looking at it. No messages.”

      “Maybe they haven’t called everyone yet.”

      “When did they call you?”

      “This morning.”

      Which means there’s little chance I’m in the show. Pacing, swinging the phone cord, I have to work hard to keep the bitterness out of my voice as I congratulate him. “I’m really happy for you, Will.”

      Part of being an actress is rejection. I’ve been lucky enough to avoid it at Shakespeare Boston. Until now, it seems. “Either way, it’s fine. Ophelia’s no Juliet. I mean, the part’s a challenge but mostly because there’s not a lot to work with. You just have to choose which kind of crazy to play her.”

      “Well, you’d be great. I don’t know what they’re thinking.”

      “That I just turned thirty? That I’m too ethnic for what they’re going for? Both, probably.”

      “I can’t see anyone at Shakespeare Boston saying you’re too ethnic.”

      Noting that he doesn’t say anything about the fact that I’m aging out of ingenue roles, I have to force the corners of my mouth up so I don’t sound angry. “Sometimes it’s about the picture, Will. And there are a lot of girls in town who can play Ophelia.”

      “Yeah. I… it’ll be weird if you’re not around.”

      “Well, maybe it’ll force me to stretch my wings. Good thing I sent out my headshot to all the theaters this fall like a good little actress.”

      “Speaking of which, I heard there’s an open call up at Chichester Rep tomorrow.”

      “An open call? Waiting all day for a two-minute audition where if you’re lucky they’ll be eating something smelly, and if you’re not, they’ll be asleep?”

      “I’m going. Every audition is another chance to perform.”

      “Make me barf, man.”

      “Jess—”

      “I’m know, I know. Kidding. Sort of.”

      Sucking it up, I get the details. Chichester is a bit of a haul, but Thursday is a shorter teaching day for me, so I can probably get up there before the five o’clock deadline. Unfortunately, Will and I can’t drive together because he has to bartend in the afternoon.

      ”Well, I should go. I have a class.”

      While I do teach dance some evenings at a studio nearby, I don’t actually have to tonight, but I can’t take more of Will’s sympathy right now.

      “I’ll make this quick, then.” He clears his throat. “Are you in town for New Year’s?”

      “No. My family always spends it down in Florida with my grandparents. Are you having a party?”

      “Yeah, but it’s more than that. We’re… kind of making an announcement.”

      I know all the colors of this man’s voice, so I can tell this is good news. “Since I can’t be there, will you tell me now?”

      “If I do, you have to keep it to yourself. Kate wants this to be a big surprise.”

      “Oh my god. You’re not.”

      “We are. We’re engaged.”

      “Damn, Will. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “I didn’t either, but when it’s right, it’s right.”

      “Well, congratulations. That’s awesome news.”

      “Nineteen eighty-nine. I think that’s a good year to get married.”

      “I have to go, but… good job, man. She’s a keeper. And congrats on Hamlet again.”

      “Thanks. Bye, J. Let me know if they call.”

      Proud of myself for mustering the goodwill to wish my friend well when I’m losing out on every front, I stare at the phone on the wall for a few minutes. I am truly happy for him and Kate. They’re great together. I mean, a part of me is a weensy bit jealous since I can’t seem to find a guy I’d actually want to spend more than a few nights with.

      Maybe it’s like that Groucho Marx joke. I don’t want to be a member of a club that’ll have me as a member.

      At the same time, it kind of pisses me off that I’m too old to play Ophelia, but Will’s not too old to play Hamlet.

      My headshot stares at me from my desk, where the tools of my trade sit in neat and organized piles. A box of stationery, big brown envelopes, and my cute Apple computer. Everything’s set for me to send out the 8 x 10 photos of my carefully made-up face and painstakingly styled hair, the attached resumes—which I spent hours cutting down to size and gluing to the backs of photos—formatted in neat columns stuffed full of Shakespeare heroines.

      It’s all a waste, all the time and energy and money I put into making this face as presentable as it can be, this body as attractive as it can be.

      It doesn’t matter. I’m thirty. I can’t be an ingenue anymore. Yet I’m not old enough to play a matron, so I may as well not exist.

      It’s too late to go to law school or med school, even if I didn’t have a learning disability which would make those pursuits impossible. My brother (lawyer) and sister (doctor) have both covered, anyway. I guess I could join the Peace Corps or something, but I doubt they’d have much use for a dyslexic actress.

      Enough, Jessica.

      I may not have a class to teach tonight, but there’s always a dance class to take. Better than staying home in this cold apartment, where I’d probably stress-eat. I may no longer be an ingenue, but if I want to have a chance at any acting work at all, I sure as hell can’t let myself go.

      When I check the dance studio’s schedule stuck to my fridge, the date on the calendar brings back memories.

      On my twelfth birthday, I got to start pointe classes in ballet.

      On my eighteenth, I went out clubbing in downtown Boston with my drama-geek college buddies with a not-fake ID.

      On my twenty-first, I finally got rid of my virginity.

      On my twenty-fifth, I landed my twenty-fifth professional theater role: Hermia in Midsummer Night’s Dream (my fourth time playing the role).

      I guess my thirtieth is when I stop celebrating birthdays.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a much longer drive to Chichester from Boston than I calculated—I probably didn’t add up the little red numbers on the map correctly—so it’s almost five by the time I step inside the theater. Even though it’s the end of their day, there are still plenty of people waiting to audition. When I sign in, I’m dismayed to find sheet after sheet filled with the names of actors who got here before me. They must’ve seen hundreds of people today. If I hadn’t driven over an hour to get here, I’d turn right back around and go home. The casting director must be in a coma by now.

      Worse, the gatekeeper hands me a selection of scenes to choose from, explaining that even though the audition notice said they wanted to hear a comedic monologue, the director wants us to read from the play he’s casting. Since I decided to do this last-minute, I didn’t have time to get a copy of it. All I know is that the playwright is known for farcical comedies and there’s a role for a woman in her thirties. A good little actress would have read the whole thing a few times so she could make informed character choices. Looks like I’m winging it today.

      Since a quick read of the scenes is impossible for a dyslexic person like me, I give the woman my most conspiratorial smile and ask which scene fewer people have read today. She gives me a knowing nod and hands me a scene which is blessedly short.

      After a quick scan of the room, I find a guy sitting by himself and looking bored. I sit down next to him and lean over, squeezing my boobs together with my upper arms. If I have to carry around these jugs, I may as well get something out of them. “I am such a silly goose; I left the house without my reading glasses”—a bald-faced lie, but whenever I tell people I have a reading disability, they treat me like an idiot⁠—“so do you think you could read the scene with me?”

      Man-gaze drops to cleavage first, then meets eyes. Score.

      “Uh, sure,” he mumbles.

      Pressing my palms together, I recite, “‘I can no other answer make, but thanks, and thanks.’” When he gives me an odd look, I clarify, “That’s from Twelfth Night.” Snuggling in closer, I add, “If you can read both parts the first time through, that’d be so totally awesome.”

      He gives the tatas another appreciative glance. “No problem.”

      Cue dramatic sigh. “You’re my hero.”

      You may be wondering: How exactly does a girl who can barely read end up an actress who specializes in Shakespeare? Well, this particular dyslexic girl is a whiz at memorization. Taking one final deep breath—this time to clear my head rather than lure in my prey—I focus all my brain cells on listening as he reads through the scene.

      The gods must be smiling on me because my buddy doesn’t get called before I’ve got the words locked in. Now I can use the rest of my wait to analyze the scene and make a few choices. Instinct tells me to play this character straight so that the humor comes from the degree to which she takes herself seriously.

      When I hear my name, I follow the assistant into the room wearing my most winning smile because before I get to play the character, I have to play the role of easy-to-work-with and accomplished actress.

      “Good afternoon, I’m Jessica Abraham. So nice to meet you.” Handing over my headshot and resume with my left hand keeps my right free to shake the director’s hand. Such a little thing, but it makes a difference to not start the whole thing off with an awkward fumble.

      “Thanks for coming in, Jessica. I’m Miles Jacobs, and this is Carol, our stage manager, and her assistant, Larry.” The director is younger than I expected. Mid-thirties, maybe? Short with a pale, rarely-sees-the-outdoors complexion, he’s got kind of a nebbishy air about him.

      Either Carol just took a vacation to Florida or she’s got a tanning salon membership, because there’s no way she’s maintained that golden skintone and blonde highlights through a Boston winter. By the way she’s tapping her pencil on the schedule, I’m guessing that she’s dying for a cigarette. She smiles politely and tips her head at Larry, a younger looking black guy. “Larry here will read with you.”

      Larry waves. He’s the only one who gives me a real smile.

      Miles takes a moment to scan my resume. “You’ve done a lot of classical theater.”

      “I’ve been fortunate at Shakespeare Boston.”

      He taps a finger on his temple. “That’s why I recognize you. I saw both shows this past summer.” He flips the resume to study my headshot before making eye contact again. “You seemed much younger as Juliet. And you made some choices that surprised me.”

      I smile, deciding to take both comments as compliments. “Juliet has a lot more layers than most people think. I tried to find as much humor as I could in the early scenes.”

      His attention drops back to my resume.

      “I did quite a few more contemporary shows in college,” I mention.

      “Brandeis. Cool. My older sister went there.”

      “Mine too.” We spend a few minutes playing the do-you-know game. Turns out our sisters were in the same sorority. Always good to make a personal connection, especially in an open call like this one.

      Carol doesn’t let us stray too far from the business at hand, however. “Sorry to interrupt, Miles, but you do have a design meeting at seven and you said you wanted a dinner break before that.” Plus, I need a smoke, I can practically hear her saying.

      “Right. Thanks, Carol.” When he turns back to me, the relaxed smile I’d coaxed out of him has sadly disappeared. “Alright then, so let’s take it from the top. Whenever you’re ready.”

      Even though I have the scene memorized, I hang on to the photocopy. An acting teacher once said that no matter how well-prepared you are, it’s best to have the words at hand. Even if it’s useless for me, it lowers expectations for my audience. The paper reminds them that what I’m performing isn’t a finished product.

      My choices seem to play well—I mean, I even get a laugh from Carol—until Miles interrupts me. “Great, thanks. We’ll be in touch.”

      Painting my professional smile back on, I do a little curtsy to make things fun. “Right, thank you.”

      Once I’m out of the room, though, I can’t help but push my lips out in a pout. I drove all the way up here for that? I didn’t even get to finish the scene! As I layer back up to head out into the cold, I remind myself that it’s important to get out and meet new directors. Even if he doesn’t like me for this part, maybe there’ll be others in the future.

      I’m exhausted by the time I get back to Boston, but I drive straight to the dance studio. Two hours of sitting in the car means my body needs to move. By the time the jazz class is over, I’m sweaty and the stress is gone. When I get home to a blinking red light on my answering machine, I don’t even stop to stress about what news the thing might reveal before punching the button. I hope it’s not the guy I went out with last weekend. He was an even bigger jerk than the one in the scene I read this afternoon.

      
        
        BEEP. Jess, this is mom. Don’t forget, I’m hosting Shabbat dinner tomorrow night. Everyone’s hoping to see you to celebrate your birthday.

      

      

      She whispers the last word like it’s a state secret. I wish it were so secret that it could be erased, but I dutifully circle the date in my day planner and send up a prayer to the gift gods that my parents will actually give me the Macy’s gift card I asked for. Turning thirty means I need to invest in some serious face creams.

      
        
        BEEP. Jessica, this is Dr. Robertson. Can you come speak with me tomorrow morning before your classes? Thank you.

      

      

      Oh dear. Getting called into the principal’s office. Even though I’m a teacher now, it’s as unappetizing a prospect as it was when I was a student. I make a note about that too.

      
        
        BEEP. Hi, um… this is for Jessica…  uhhh, Abraham? This is Courtney? I’m an intern up at Chichester Rep?

      

      

      Even as my heart beats fast in anticipation, I can’t help thinking that this girl needs a voice coach. Her habit of turning every sentence into a question makes her sound like she’s unsure of her place in the world.

      
        
        I’m, um, scheduling callbacks for Beyond Therapy? So can you call me at the theater to… do that?

      

      

      After taking a moment to recite the phone number along with her, I let loose with a little pirouette. Then I pick up the phone to call right back.

      Mellow-voiced Larry answers instead of the up-talking Courtney. He lets me know the other scenes I need to prepare, gives me a time for a Saturday-morning callback and tells me to dress frumpier. Translation: the director wants me to cover up the knockers.

      I make a few calls to try to track down a copy of the play. Will has one, of course, so after a quick shower, I head over to his house, where I spend an hour hanging out with him. He didn’t get called back, but since he’s one of the few people who know about my dyslexia, he very kindly gives me a rundown of the play’s plot and reads through the scenes with me. Then other friends show up—Randall and Mike and Deb and Pam—all of whom will be working on Hamlet this spring. Without me. Normally, I’d stay and gossip but it’s been a long day and I’m not ready to hear all about the play I won’t be in.

      Back home, even though I’m wiped out, I make myself cleanse and moisturize my face. When yawning makes it impossible to continue counting the new lines on my face, I give up and fall into bed so I can wake up tomorrow in time to talk to the principal before Friday’s long day of classes.

      Not that beauty sleep will do me any good. Now that the crinkles next to my eyes have become permanent fixtures, it’s all downhill from here.
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        * * *

      

      The Boston traffic gods smile on me the next morning, and I’m able to make it to school with enough time to speak to the principal before classes begin, as requested. After nodding to the school administrator, I stick my head inside the scary office. “You wanted to see me, Dr. Robertson?”

      “Yes. Have a seat, Jessica.” The tall, intimidating woman gestures at the tiny chair across from her equally imposing desk. Dance-teacher me would like to suggest that letting energy extend past her wrist and through her fingertips would bring more grace to the movement, but that is not the kind of comment you make to your boss.

      “I know you have class shortly, so I’ll make this brief.” She clears her throat. “As I mentioned this fall, we are facing both financial and”—she pauses, the smile that never sits comfortably on her face shifting into something more grim⁠—“other pressures to restrict our arts programming while increasing our physical education offerings. The good news is that your Jazzercise course has proven so popular that parents are demanding that we add more aerobics to the schedule. Unfortunately, that means that we will be eliminating ballet.”

      “But what about the students who want to take it? I have some very promising⁠⁠—”

      She raises a hand. “I’m afraid that this is not a negotiation, Jessica. For serious students, our families can well afford to take their girls to a private studio. After school. And please don’t take this personally. We are making these adjustments across the board.”

      The clock is literally ticking on the wall above the principal’s head. I have class in a few minutes. Ballet I, in fact. Kindergarteners and first graders, a group of excitable girls and boys. The discipline of ballet is perfect for them. None of them will likely dance professionally, but their teachers tell me that participating in my class first thing in the morning helps the students focus.

      Before I can open my mouth to make this argument, Robertson’s smile turns into an actual grimace. “I regret to tell you that we’ve found someone who is a certified aerobics and primary school phys ed educator, so we won’t be renewing your contract next semester.”

      Even though the thought of teaching aerobics day in and day out turns my stomach, I’m still shocked that she’s just letting me go. I’ve been here for four years. Kids love my classes.

      For once, I have no words, so I simply nod, stand and turn on my heel to exit before I burst into tears. An invisible hand between my shoulder blades propels me down the hall away from the administrative offices and toward the elective classrooms.

      After I open the door to the dance studio, I pause on the threshold before entering. Taking in the shrouded piano in the corner, I realize that I should’ve known this day would come when they stopped paying for a pianist for my classes. This beautiful studio will never again be filled with graceful port de bras accompanied by resonant trills teased from ivory keys. Instead, sneaker-clad feet will thud to the beat of a boombox.

      I won’t be here to witness it, but it’s still a loss.

      For the kids.

      And for my checkbook.
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        At the sound of the roaring tiger, the time will be nine o’clock. ROARRR. YEE-OUCH! Get that thing outta here! Phew, that smarts. Don’t worry, Boston, we won’t let the cat out of the bag. Not as long as you keep listening to Grace Traynor on WBAR, 101.7 FM.

      

      

      CAL

      Hoodie in place, head down, stride as even and long as I can make it—despite the nagging stiffness in my left hip—I take my usual route to WBAR’s Boylston Street studios: down a back alley, avoiding human traffic.

      Only a few people have a key to the rock station’s back door—the janitor, the general manager, and me. The other DJs enter through the front door, but going in the back way allows me to avoid the station hangers-on that congregate in the lobby.

      Once I’m in the music library, I can relax. Not that I take my hoodie off. Instead, I pull the strings tight so it snugs close to my chin. The soft fabric is comforting. You wouldn’t think being reminded of the bandages that covered the left side of my face and neck for so long would be a good thing, but the hood, like the bandages, hides the ugly. People might stare, but they don’t know what I’m hiding. They can only imagine.

      And I doubt any of them could invent a mental picture as gnarly as my reality.

      Anyway, enough of that.

      Time to make the donuts.

      After setting the crate on the beat-up table, I unhook Blondie’s leash. A retired police dog, she’s so well-trained that no one minds having her here, even though she’s almost as scary-looking as me.

      At the table, I create my set list. My crate holds EPs and singles that the station doesn’t own yet. There’s an upside to spending most of my time alone: It gives me time to write letters. At this point, I have pen pals at stations all over the world. We keep each other informed about local bands that haven’t yet made it big. Since I don’t have an over-the-top on-air personality and nobody wants my face on any posters, breaking unknowns is what keeps my listeners tuning in.

      There’s an art to introducing new music. You can’t only play stuff nobody’s ever heard of or just local bands like Human Sexual Response or The Atlantics. Even in my late-night slot, I have to mix in songs people can sing along to. Knowing where and when to slip in a new track—in a way that sets it off without jarring the ears—takes experience. Maybe even talent.

      That said, sometimes you want to shake people up. Especially in the transition hours. Ten to eleven when the partiers are hitting their stride. Then again after midnight, when shift workers are commuting.

      My job here in the library is to pull all the possibilities for the evening so I’ll have them at my fingertips. Which are intact. It’d be hard to do this job without the use of my digits. Unlike many survivors with facial burns, I didn’t lose an ear, so wearing headphones isn’t a problem.

      Things I do my best to be thankful for.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later I’m in my favorite place in the world. The six-to-ten-slot DJ leans away from the mic so I can say the words that signal the beginning of my time on-air. “Say good night, Gracie.”

      The statuesque blonde sing-songs “Good night, Gracie” into the mic before letting fly her signature cackle.

      We switch places so I can take over and finish the routine. “Boston, give a big nighty-night to your second-favorite alt-rock jock, Grace Traynor.”

      As I say the last syllable of her name, I punch the button to play the cart recording of a crowd shouting, “Good night, Gracie.” As the roar echoes in my headphones, my fingertip releases the disc so the turntable can spin my first pick of the night. My patter continues over the opening bars. “Your late-night DJ Callihan here at ten oh two p.m. on WBAR 107.1. I’m not taking prisoners, but I am taking requests. But first, it’s ‘Crash and Burn’ from Boston’s own ’Til Tuesday.”

      Yeah, yeah, it’s weird that I like to play songs that mention fire. What can I say? I have a sick sense of humor. As I’m lining up my picks for the next hour, evening producer Talia Cruz sneaks in with the commercial notebook. “You got three spots to read this hour, doll.”

      “Got it. Jimmy feeling better?”

      I pull promo and ad carts from the carousel, checking them off in the log as I listen to Talia’s expletive-filled report on her teenage son, who broke his arm skiing over Thanksgiving. Until she stops her own monologue mid-rant. “Shit. I forgot to pick up the weather.” Turning to exit the booth, she points at the phone next to me. “You got a call light lit up.”

      When I pick up the receiver, a listener line volunteer lets me know there’s a caller named Jane with a request. As I fade the music, I punch the telephone button. “This is Cal at WBAR FM. You’re on the air, Jane. What’s your request?”

      A breathy giggle precedes her voice. “Man, thanks for taking my call, Cal. You’re so chill.”

      “Thanks for listening, Jane.”

      “So, um, can you play ‘Night on the Town’ by the Del Fuegos for my friend Brenda? It’s her twenty-first birthday tonight.”

      “Will do. Is there a certain time you were hoping for?”

      “I’m picking her up in like an hour so if you could play it at eleven fifteen, that would be killer.”

      “No problem. Hey, you want to do a favor for me, Jane?”

      “Sure.” Her giggle is adorable.

      “I’m about to play ‘Answering Machine’ by the Replacements. You want to do the intro for it?” She’s got a fun voice, so I also ask if I can record her doing it. Sometimes the station cuts stuff like that into promos.

      “Fer sure!” More breathy giggles.

      “You ready?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m totally amped.”

      After I start the intro of the song, I push record and cue her. “Take it away, Jane.”

      “Next up it’s the Replacements with ‘Answering Machine’ on WBAR Boston 107.1 FM!”

      I punch out my mic as well as the phone’s as I slide the volume up on the song.

      “Great job, Jane. Happy birthday to Brenda.”

      “Thanks so much, Cal! I love you!”

      “Have a great night, Jane.”

      I wonder if Jane’d be so happy to talk to me if I ran into her on the street. I can just see it. Sweet, innocent girl screams in horror.

      I take the phrase “a face for radio” to a whole new level. That’s why I’m here. I get to make people happy without having to witness their revulsion—or worse, pity—when they see my messed-up mug.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few weeks before Christmas, station general manager Richard Jones pokes his head into the music library while I’m prepping. “Evening, Cal. Can I talk to you before you go on?”

      It’s unusual for him to be here this late, but I can guess what he wants. “Don’t worry, I’ll take on any extra shifts over the holidays. Except Christmas Eve.” I’m not married or anything, so I often work holidays. But I like to hang with my nieces and nephews on the night before Christmas.

      “That’d be great, but I need to talk to you about something else.”

      “What’s up?”

      Jones sighs heavily as he parks his butt in a chair. Since they moved him up from program manager to general manager three months ago, I swear he’s aged five years.

      He cranes his neck to look down the hall before kicking the library door shut. “So, here’s the thing. We have the enviable problem of having too much success. Corporate went on a buying spree all over the country, and now we have to bring in more ad revenue while they turn around all the new stations they picked up.”

      “Smart,” I grunt. “Kill the one successful station to save the others.”

      He continues without acknowledging my comment. “Which means I have to get our numbers up in every slot so we can raise airtime prices in every slot. That includes the sleepy ones—yours especially because WBST is stealing males eighteen to thirty from you.”

      “But I own women eighteen to ninety. Doesn’t that count for anything?”

      “You want to run tampon ads?”

      “Sure, I don’t care.”

      “I was kidding. Owning women doesn’t count. Young men is the demographic corporate wants, so we have to get them. In every slot.”

      “So what do you want me to do? A publicity stunt? How about I invite some young assholes in and see what they have to say when they see my face?”

      I swear there’s a light in his eyes for about two seconds, but he shuts it down quick. “Of course not. But you can’t be completely invisible anymore. If you’re out there promoting the station like the other jocks do, it’ll get your on-air numbers up.”

      “Jones, you do not want me out in the world. I fucking scare people.”

      “I think you over⁠—”

      “Jones.” Interrupting him, I pull my hood down. “You’re used to me. Think back to the first time you saw me. What was your first reaction?”

      Jones should never play poker.

      “You know I’m right,” I say.

      He rubs his newly lined forehead. “All right. I wouldn’t put you through that kind of thing, but we have to do something. Like, maybe we can play up your invisibility, the mystery of who you are. The Invisible Man or something. You could wear a mask.”

      “And then what? You can’t build that kind of thing up without a reveal at some point.”

      “Maybe by then the pressure will be off and you can go dark again.”

      I push my creaky body out of the chair and finish loading the albums I pulled onto the wheeled rack. “I gotta get in there.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He gets up to open the door. “Think about it okay?” As I push out the door, he adds, “Unless you want to move to the slot after yours, the two to six a.m.?”

      Wheeling to face him, I don’t even try to hold back my temper. “I like my slot. I earned it. People are used to me being there for them. They like the music I introduce them to. I mean, isn’t that what we do here?”

      “Yeah.” He sighs, his head dropping heavily. “You’re right. Go rock their worlds. But we’ll talk later, right?”

      I shoot him the bird as I roll the rack down the hall.

      He knows I don’t mean it.

      Not really.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hey, Boston, Nigel gave up his paycheck this week so you people can have commercial-free rock and roll all weekend. So maybe bring him a snack or something.

      

      

      JESS

      When I get to the theater for my callback Saturday morning—only fifteen minutes late, not too bad for me—I’m glad to see that the room isn’t crammed full of actors. It’s nice when they’ve actually whittled down their choices for the second round. Scanning the room, I home in on a tall, good-looking, white guy sitting in one of the chairs.

      “Excuse me, are you by any chance called back for Bruce?” When he smiles, I continue. “I’m reading for Prudence, and I was wondering if you’d like to run through the scene with me?”

      “Uh, sure.” He moves a briefcase to the floor to create space next to him. “I feel like I’ve seen you before.”

      I tip my head to the side as I try to place him. “Were you at that Duncan Hines callback right before Thanksgiving?”

      “I was.” He holds out a hand to shake mine. “Jack Wells.”

      “Jess Abraham. Nice to meet you.”

      “I did not get the frosting job,” he says. “Did you?”

      I drop my purse on the floor and sit sideways on the chair facing him. “Nah, they said I was too ethnic.”

      “What?” His light brown brows scrunch together over light brown eyes. Everything about him is kind of light brown, but there’s an intensity in his voice that’s compelling. “What does that even mean?”

      “Not blonde.” Shrugging, I paw through my bag looking for my script.

      He holds up the play. “Anyway, shall we?”

      Having found my makeup case as well as my own copy, I open my compact. “Let me check my face real quick, in case they call us in.”

      He scans my face, his assessment—refreshingly—more professional than personal. “You look good to me.”

      With a polite smile, I clarify, “Thanks, but I’m actually not supposed to look too good.”

      He tips his head to the side. “Maybe take off the lipstick, then?”

      “You think?”

      He nods curtly. “Definitely.”

      After I scrub my lips with a tissue and then reapply lip balm, we run the scene. While Jack plays it broadly, I do my best to keep my character Prudence low-key and uptight. It isn’t easy. When we finish, I let out an exaggerated, “Phew! I almost Harvey Korman’d about three times. You’re hilarious.”

      “Thanks.” He seems truly pleased. “You’re an awesome straight man. Or woman.”

      “You don’t think I’m coming across too bitchy?”

      He shrugs. “Whatever you want to call it, it worked for me—gave me a lot to play off of.”

      “They do say it’s better to make a big choice and let them rein you in.” I flip through the pages to expel a bit of nervous energy. “The play is pretty ridiculous.”

      “Yeah. But you still have to ground it in reality. Can’t find the farce without it.”

      “So true.” I point to the other scene in my script. “Are you doing this as well?”

      I end up having such a good time with Jack that my usual anxieties fade, which is good, since I worked myself into a tizzy on the way up here. Being desperate for the job is the best way to lose one, but it’s not easy to drop.

      Once we’re in the theater, we have them laughing within minutes. And when Miles makes a few suggestions, I’m able to shift gears without overanalyzing everything.

      Things don’t go as well when they have me read with a different actor in the role of Bruce. This guy doesn’t introduce himself, as if he’s so famous I should know who he is. I can’t get eye contact during the scene, and he doesn’t react to anything I’m doing. It’s so extreme I decide to roll with it and let being ignored get to Prudence. It’s a completely different tack and feels wrong after the fun I had with Jack, but what can I do? I have to work with what I’m given.

      When they dismiss us without any notes, I’m relieved, even as I hope that I didn’t just shoot myself in the foot. Out in the lobby, I’m surprised—and dismayed, if I’m honest—to see Rhonda Williams. She played the other heroine in Two Gents this fall, and Will told me that she won the role of Ophelia.

      Instead of me.

      “Hey, Jess! Are you called back for Prudence too?”

      “I am.” I nod, trying not to let my disappointment show. Rhonda is uber-talented. Could she possibly do this show as well as Hamlet? Or would she turn down Hamlet to do this?

      “Miles directed me in a musical over the summer,” she continues. “He’s really great to work with.”

      Rhonda’s sweet smile and enthusiastic hug make me feel guilty. It’s not her fault I’m getting old. I put on my coat and gather my things to make a dignified exit before I say something crabby, but as I reach the door, I hear my name.

      “Jess, can you hang on a sec?” Larry calls. “We’d like to read you with someone else, but he’s running late. Can you stay?”

      I check my watch. “Um, sure. How long do you think? I might grab something to eat.” I don’t want to hang around and run into other potential competition.

      “We just got a message that he left a shoot down in Needham, so it’ll be a good hour.”

      I hike my bag back up on my shoulder. “Great. I’ll be back at noon.”

      “That’ll work. Thanks for being flexible.”

      “Of course.” I finish buttoning up my coat. “Good luck, Rhonda.”

      “Thanks, you too!”

      Not gonna be a bitch. Not going to resent her unlined face. But seriously? Why would they call her back for Prudence, who’s supposed to be a Jewish New Yorker in her thirties?

      I’m too nervous to eat now. Coffee’d be even worse.

      When I step outside, I’m hit with a brisk wind. Snow might be on the way. Wrapping a scarf around my neck and pulling on my hat, I head downtown. At least I don’t have to worry about my hair frizzing. It might even help. May as well get as far from Rhonda’s cherubic good looks as possible. A red runny nose and Rosanne Rosannadanna hair might be selling points.

      Keeping up a brisk pace to warm up as well as walk off the nerves, I remind myself that every audition is a chance to practice my craft, whether I get the part or not. I can’t control the director’s choices; I can only control the choices I make.

      Just as the biting wind has me thinking about turning back around, a softly lit shop window catches my eye. Stepping inside the cozy interior, I’m rewarded with a wide selection of tea to choose from. My hands around a steaming mug of peppermint, I sit down and breathe in the bright scent, consciously erasing my worries.

      Just because I’m newly and unexpectedly unemployed, just because I lost the last role I went for, just because my life is starting to feel out of control. Doesn’t mean I have to give in to the negative obsessions that plagued me when I was a teenager.

      After all, this is supposed to be fun. It’s called a play for a reason.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, by the time I drop my bag and shuck off my shoes inside my crappy little apartment, I am wrung out. But in a good way, like I’ve played through every emotion in my range, and then some.

      The guy they had me wait around for was super fun to read with. Thankfully, he isn’t competing with Jack. Seriously, if they don’t hire Jack for the role of Bruce, they’re idiots. Instead, this other guy, Timothy,was up for Stuart, a therapist who sleeps with his patients. He was perfectly nice when we chatted in the lobby, but man, could he play a slimeball. Grease practically dripped out of his mouth when he talked.

      Miles stopped us to give direction over and over again. At first I was worried, like we weren’t getting it right, but then it was like we had the parts and rehearsal had begun.

      Yet again, it’s too cold in my apartment to take my coat off. Two calls to the super haven’t resulted in a working heater. My sister says that I wouldn’t be so cold all the time if I had more body fat. She is a pediatrician and would probably know, but what she doesn’t get is that actresses can’t be fat. Especially actresses like me with outsized knockers that make me look heavier than I am. Heading to the kitchen to make hot tea, I side-eye the blinking answering machine. It may be small, but it has the power to change my life. Or at least my plans for the next few months. Not quite ready to face the unknown, I turn on the kettle and the radio and dance my ass off while I wait for the water to boil.

      Two songs later, I’ve Flashdanced myself around the apartment long enough that I can take off my coat. After I pour the hot water over a tea bag, I take a deep breath and press the play button.

      
        
        BEEP. Jess, this is Esther. We’re doing the last night of Hannukah here Sunday, and the girls are really hoping you’ll be there. Gabe and Rachel are coming, and Mom and Dad of course. So we’ll see you? Call me.

      

      

      Hannukah at my sister’s tomorrow. I jot that down in my calendar. Since my brother and his fiancée will be there, I can’t skip it. Good thing I thought ahead and picked up some presents for my nieces.

      
        
        BEEP. Hi, this is for Jessica Abraham. I’m calling from Jay Fowler’s office. We want to bring you in for a commercial next week. I have you slotted in for Monday at noon. Please call to confirm.

      

      

      Well, that’s good news. A break in the drought. And I can usually squeeze in a noon audition over my lunch break. Guess I won’t have to worry about that anymore come January.

      
        
        BEEP. Hello Jessica, this is Carol from Chichester Rep. I’m happy to say that we’d like to offer you the role of Prudence in Beyond Therapy. Rehearsals begin after the new year, but please give me a call Monday to confirm and go over details. Congratulations. We’re looking forward to working with you.

      

      

      Glee races through my torso. Fuck the neighbors and these paper-thin walls. I turn up the music and let my limbs celebrate this win all over the apartment.

      Maybe this old woman’s career isn’t over after all.
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        It’s Tuesday, January third in the last year of the eighties. Still getting used to that. Cal Alonso here at WBAR to keep you night owls company. Weatherman tells me the skies are clear but the roads are still icy from the weekend storm, so be careful out there kids.

      

      

      JESS

      By the time I get on the road after my first rehearsal at Chichester Rep, the highway’s free of cars. The trip back is shorter than the trip up, but it feels longer. My day started way too many hours ago. I’ll miss the kids when my job ends in a couple weeks, but it’ll be nice to get to sleep in a bit.

      At least the good radio station’s signal sticks with me for the whole trip. Singing and car-dancing keeps me awake, and the sexy-sounding DJ is an added bonus. This guy rocks.

      Just as I pull into my apartment parking lot, he asks a trivia question that I actually know the answer to. I figure the odds of winning are low, but the cold night air has me sprinting from my car to my apartment anyway, so I may as well try for it.

      “Come on, come on, you stupid door.” Sticky lock conquered, I race to the phone. The station’s phone number was seared into my memory the moment his growly voice recited it, so I punch in the numbers with confidence. When I get ringing instead of the usual busy signal, I do a little battement dégagé in celebration.

      “Yello, it’s WBAR.” The guy who answers is definitely not the DJ. He sounds like he’s about twelve. “What’s the pencil sketch technique used in the ‘Take on Me’ music video?”

      “Rotoscoping.”

      “Righteous. You won the Tower Records gift certificate.”

      “Awesome! I’ve never won anything before.”

      “Tight.” He doesn’t sound anywhere near as excited as I am. “Okay, uh… I need to get your name and address so we can send it to you.”

      After I give him the info, I ask, “Hey, can you give the DJ a message for me?”

      “A message?” I sure hope he’s not twelve. He sounds totally stoned.

      “Can you thank him for me? He totally saved me from crashing into a ditch or something tonight. I have this new, long commute, and⁠⁠⁠—⁠”

      “You know what? You tell him. Hang on.”

      The heat is supposed to be fixed, so I try to reach the thermostat while I’m on hold. Unfortunately, the phone cord doesn’t quite reach. I’m about to put the receiver down when the voice from the radio lands in my ear.

      “Cal here.”

      “Oh, hi.” My heart jumps along with my feet as they fly into a changement. “You’re really… Callihan?”

      “Speaking.”

      “Thanks for—Um, aren’t you, like, on the air?”

      “There’s a song playing right now.”

      “Oh, duh. I get it. I was listening in the car, but I ran into my apartment to call in for the contest.” Why am I being such a Joanie right now? Boys never make me nervous. “Anyway, I wanted to thank you. I have this new job an hour’s drive away and I hate driving at night and you totally kept me from falling asleep on the way home and crashing my car on Route 3. So… thanks. I just wanted to say that.”

      “I’m glad you did.” There’s a smile in his voice. Hopefully, he’s not laughing at me. But I wouldn’t blame him.

      “Okay, well.” A ridiculous-sounding giggle chirps out of me. “Thanks again.”

      “Wait. Do you work this late all week?”

      “Um, yeah. Tuesday to Friday.”

      “So you’ll call again tomorrow.”

      “What if I don’t know the answer?”

      “The answer to what?”

      “To the trivia question.”

      “That doesn’t matter. You can call anytime.”

      “Even if there’s not a contest?”

      “Even if there’s not a contest.” When I don’t say anything, he adds, “If you don’t call, I’ll worry.”

      “Oh, gotcha. Well, good night.”

      “Wait—what’s your name?”

      “Jessica. Jess. Either one.”

      “Good night, Jess. Sleep well.”

      “You, too. I mean, when you get to. Not now. Silly me. You’re working.”

      “Doing what I can.” When he laughs, the rumble rolls into my ear and rushes all the way to my lower belly, flooding me with… I don’t know. The vibrations are like a massage from the inside.

      Damn. Now I’m more riled up than when I ran in the door. As I skip across the room, the hum of the dial tone makes me realize that I’ve still got the receiver pressed to my ear.

      After setting it back in its cradle, I move through a series of pliés, kicks and extensions to wind down as well work off the time I spent sitting at rehearsal and in the car. When my teaching job ends, I’m going to have to try and pick up more classes at the studio where I teach jazz on Monday nights—both for the cash and to stay in shape. Meanwhile, I may not have normal furniture, but I do have a beautifully crafted ballet barre in my living room, which I use more than I’d ever use a couch.

      Discipline, my constant companion, guides me through my bedtime routine.

      Skin care. Water. Sleep.

      As I slide into dreamland, a question pops into my mind. I wonder if that DJ looks as sexy as he sounds?
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        * * *

      

      The next night, the drive home from Chichester seems shorter, maybe because I’m jazzed about how well rehearsal went. It’s so different working on a contemporary play—less time sitting at the table parsing words and more time on our feet trying stuff out.

      I must admit, I’m also looking forward to talking to Cal again. I may have pretended I was talking to him on the way home. Every time he asked a question on air, I answered him out loud. As if he could hear me.

      But when I get back into my apartment and turn on the radio and shimmy around my kitchen as I wait for the apartment and the kettle to heat up, I lose momentum. He was probably just being nice last night. He doesn’t really want me to call again. He probably tells girls that all the time.

      I’ve convinced myself not to do it when I hear him say my name.

      “Hey, Jessica. Jessica who won the trivia contest last night? You need to call me so I know you’re not in a snowbank on the side of Route 3.” Then he rattles off the station number.

      I guess he did mean it. I should let him know I’m not dead. When I get through this time, a woman answers.

      Suddenly, I’m not sure what to say.  She sounds older and a lot less friendly than the kid last night.

      “Anybody there?”

      “Sorry, uh. This is Jessica? I’m calling because Cal asked me to?” Now who’s doing the uptalking?

      The woman barks out the dry laugh of a lifetime smoker. “Thank god you called, hon. He’s going nuts here. Hang on.”

      Seconds of hold music later, he picks up. “I thought you were dead.”

      The tension in his voice squeezes my chest so tight I have to force out my answer. “I thought you were kidding.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because, I don’t know, you’re working?”

      “You don’t talk to people on the phone when you’re at work?”

      “Not really?”

      “Well, not knowing if you’re alive or not is really distracting. So, you’re going to have to call.” He clears his throat. “You didn’t get your license last week or something, right?”

      “No. I’m, uh, a few years beyond sixteen.”

      He must hear annoyance in my voice because he comes right back with, “I’m going to worry either way. I just want to know how much I should worry.”

      “You don’t have to worry. I grew up in Boston, and I’ve been driving in the weather for some time. I’m legal, but I don’t drink and drive. But wait, what if I go out after work?”

      “Use a payphone.”

      He’s obviously very serious about this. “Do you worry about every girl who’s out driving late?”

      “I worry about everybody out driving late. I feel like part of my job is keeping everybody awake who needs to be.” His sincerity softens my skeptical heart, but before I can promise that I’ll call again he says, “Uh, I have to cue up some songs but I’ll be back. Can you hang on?”

      “Um, okay.”

      I guess instead of hold music, the station somehow plays what’s on air because I turned down the radio before I called but now I hear not only music but Cal’s patter through the phone. Even though I’m feeling the long day, my hips keep time to the beat as I wait.

      “Still there?”

      “Still here,” I answer over a stifled yawn.

      “Am I keeping you up?”

      “Sorry. Kind of.”

      “No problem, I’ll let you go.”

      The candid disappointment in his tone has me switching gears. “Well, I can talk for a bit. I do have to get up early for work but I’m also pretty buzzed when I get home. It takes me a while to wind down.”

      “From the drive?”

      “The drive and, like, being on.”

      “What is it you do up there an hour’s drive away?”

      “I’m an actress. I’m rehearsing a play up in Chichester.”

      “Oh, I thought you were a nurse for some reason. On a split shift.”

      “Ha. Nope. Nobody would want me to be their nurse.”

      “Why not?”

      “I can’t deal with hospitals. I had some… icky experiences when I was younger.”

      “Huh. Me too.” There’s a long silence before he speaks again. In the background, the song ends and a commercial starts. “So, how do you usually wind down?”

      “Um… have a cup of herbal tea.” Holding the phone cord out of the way, I do a few développés as I comb my brain. “Watch stupid TV. Read a book. Sometimes I work on choreography for my classes till I’m exhausted. I also teach dance to kids. For the next couple weeks, anyway.”

      “How come only for a few weeks?”

      “I got fired. They replaced me with an aerobics teacher.” I’m talking about myself too much. Guys don’t like that, so I switch lanes. “Long story. What do you do after work?”

      “That’s another long story, maybe for another night. I gotta go spin some records now.”

      “Okay. ‘Play “Misty” for me.’” It’s weird flirting when I can't see how my words land, but I’m rewarded with a groan at my silly joke. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

      “Seriously, any real requests?”

      “Hmm. How about ‘Like to Get to Know You Well’ by Howard Jones?”

      A surprising bellow of laugh lands in my ear.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh, it’s something about my sister and her husband. They were dating when that song was getting a lot of play. Every time it came on, they’d race to say, ‘I’d like to get to know you’ with a pause before the ‘well’ as if they were having second thoughts.”

      “But they did?”

      “Did what?”

      “Get to know each other well?”

      “I hope so. They have a baby now.”

      “Okay. Play that song for me.”

      “I will. And you’ll call tomorrow? Or I’ll be forced to play every song with the name Jessica in it until you do.”

      My words ride a laugh as I promise to call. “Good night, Cal.”

      “Good night, Jess.”

      After I hang up, I turn the radio back up—not so loud that it’ll wake the neighbors, but enough so I’ll have a chance to hear his voice again.

      Then it hits me. He has no idea what I look like. He never even asked anything like What are you wearing?

      I can’t conjure a picture of him, either. But Cal’s voice? It sneaks down my nerve endings and stirs up some serious giddiness. A feeling I could get addicted to.

      CAL

      I’d like to get to know you well, she said.

      Same here is what I should’ve said. If I knew how to talk to a girl. Instead, I told her some stupid-ass story about my sister.

      “Am I an idiot or what, Blondie?”

      One thing about having visible scars? Sometimes you can get away with shit other people can’t. Like bringing your dog to work. Or to the bar around the corner, which is where the two of us are headed right now.

      At the end of every shift, we head over here. By the time I push open the heavy door, the place is officially closed, but the owner’s an old friend who lets us in anyway. I take my usual seat at the far end of the bar where a sweating beer glass waits for me.

      “Hey, Phil.”

      “Morning, Cal. Got a nice brisket sandwich tonight.”

      I nod. “Sounds great.”

      He nods back. “And you’re up for taking the leftovers again?”

      “Yep. The guys count on me.”

      “You know I like that the food’s not going to waste, but you don’t have to⁠⁠⁠—”

      “It’s not like I have anything else to do right now. I’ll take them.”

      Phil shrugs and pushes back into the kitchen. I sneak a few pretzels to Blondie. Once she’s wolfed them down, she settles onto the floor with a grunt.

      So, this girl. Jess.

      People call. Sometimes people call a few times, even call back after a few weeks, and I remember them. Sometimes they need to talk, to tell their stories. I’m a good listener.

      But this girl? I want to tell her my story.

      And believe me, that never happens.

      Who’d want to hear my story? My sad sack of a story? Nobody, that’s who.

      Phil slides my dinner across the bar. I share it with the dog. After I finish my beer, we head out. Since my hands are full, I don’t bother with a leash. Blondie knows the routine, anyway.

      I’ve always walked her after my shift. One night last summer, I saw a couple of cops hassling a panhandler. It bothered me, so I asked Phil what he did with his food waste at the end of the night.

      Throw it away, he sighed. Then chase dumpster divers away from it. I figured I could kill a couple of birds with one stone by delivering the leftovers to people who are hungry. So far, the system seems to be working. We do have to make sure the health department doesn’t hear about it because they’d shut the thing down.

      Blondie shadows me as we head down an alley between Fenway Park and the gardens to a spot where a group of homeless guys regularly set up. I leave a couple bags with Walt, who’ll share the food with warier guys. We chat for a few minutes, and I ask if he needs anything. Like always, he says no. I carry the others up to a camp under the Storrow Drive underpass to leave them with the usual suspects, and then Blondie and I walk home.

      It’s wicked cold tonight. I wish these guys would go to a shelter, but I get it. Some people just don’t fit in. At least when I go back to my warm loft, I know they have food in their bellies.

      Back at my building, Blondie and I take the elevator instead of the stairs since there’s no chance of meeting anybody at this hour. Another beer for me, fresh water for her, food for the cat and I flop on the couch. I should go to bed, but that girl Jessica’s voice won’t stop tickling my brain. Something about it. It’s musical, but not in a fake way. A rollercoaster of expression. I can’t even imagine the face that’d match that voice. Full of life. Meeting the world head-on.

      Blondie’s wet nose worms its way under my wrist. She knows the spots that get my attention, that I can feel without her having to press through scars.

      Stroking her soft fur, I mumble, “Yeah, okay. Bedtime.” She steps back, wiggling, and bumps into the coffee table. “You goon. You’ve got to be careful when you only got one eye.”

      My body practically creaks out loud as I stand, slowly stretching tight skin, hoping to avoid shadow pain. A yawn takes over. Maybe I’ll get to sleep quickly tonight.

      Jessica’s voice in my ear soothes my soul in a way not even music can is my last thought before I slip into sleep.
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        Warning-warning-warning. You’ve entered the CAL-zone. BWAH-HA-HA-HA. Cal Alonso, rocking your Friday night. It’s ten fifteen at 101.7. Up next, I’ve got the live version of U2’s “Bad” from the Wide Awake in America EP. Get ready for a full eight minutes of a band on fire.

      

      

      JESS

      I swear Cal plays upbeat songs from ten to eleven for me—to keep me awake as I drive home—but maybe that’s being a bit too self-centered.

      “Hey, who was singing that song with the ‘Deh-buh-bee-buh-bop?’ Is it called ‘Don’t Let’s Start’?” I ask when he gets on the line.

      “Yeah, that was They Might Be Giants.”

      “Oh man, I wish I’d known about them earlier. I think the kids in my classes would’ve liked them.”

      “Their lyrics are pretty silly.”

      “It’s so fun. A bit different for you, right?”

      “You’ve been paying attention.”

      “I might be analyzing your choices, yes.” I put on a fake Austrian accent to play psychiatrist. “Tell me about your childhood. Vaht made you vant to be a… disc yawkey? Iss dat how you say?”

      He snorts out a laugh. “My life isn’t that interesting.”

      Dropping the accent, I switch tacks. “To you, maybe. Probably a lot of people think that. But I’m a Sag so I’m curious.”

      “Sag?”

      “Sagittarius.”

      “How did you get into acting?”

      “Nope, no fair. No throwing it back to me.” I swear I’ve never known a guy who talks about himself less than this one. “It’s all Cal, all the time, on this call. Come on. You’re a DJ. That is very cool.”

      “Nah, it’s just a lot of pushing buttons.”

      “You have to know a lot about music.”

      “Yeah, but that’s easy. I’m interested in it. Anybody could do what I do.”

      “Not me.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m sure I would push the wrong buttons. I can’t even get the stereo at the school to play half the time. At least I don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

      “You’re finished?”

      “Yep. Today was my last day.”

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I cried. I cry at everything, though. The huge bouquet of flowers that some of the moms got me is sitting on my kitchenette bar right now, and I can’t even look at it without my eyes leaking. Even though it was mostly aerobics this year, I’m really going to miss the kids.”

      “What will you miss about them?”

      “Kids are refreshing. They say what they think.”

      “Yeah, that’s the problem.” His voice shifts into a new gear and I think I hear a note of bitterness. “Kids can be cruel.”

      “It sounds like you speak from experience.”

      “Yeah.” Definitely bitter. “Uh, hang on. I’ll be back.”

      I’m wondering what nerve I hit as I listen to Cal talk—not to me but to all of Boston. I’m still not used to the transition when he switches from one mode to the other. When he announces that the next song is “If You Were Here” by the Thompson Twins, his voice still sounds a bit off, but he doesn’t miss a beat.

      “Hey, I’m back. Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I mean, I hope I’m not distracting you.”

      “It’s fine.”

      Definitely not fine. “So, you were saying?”

      “I… don’t remember. We were talking about your teaching job ending.”

      “Right.” Interesting sidestep. “Well, something I learned from teaching is that the meanest kids are usually the ones who are hurting the most.”

      “Huh.”

      “Kids don’t cover up their feelings, at least the younger ones. When they’re excited, it’s full-on. Or sad, or mad. I love getting them to channel all that energy into dance. Even the shy ones, the ones who don’t talk. They might not have words for their feelings but their bodies express it for them. I had choreography and a plan for every class, but half the time I’d make something up on the spot to, like, move the feelings around. Does that make sense?”

      “Not really, but… well, maybe. I mean, I think I get what you’re talking about, but I can’t even begin to imagine how you do that.”

      “Well, do you spin at clubs too?”

      “Yeah, some.”

      “You probably go in with a plan, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So if people are really into a vibe, you don’t take a left turn into another one just because that was the plan.”

      “I guess not.”

      “That’s what I mean.”

      “I guess I do—Shit. Something’s—Fuck. Something’s, uh, wrong on one of the meters. I have to go. I’ve got a problem here I have to figure out. Call me tomorrow?”

      “Are you working tomorrow?”

      “Oh, right. No. Uh. Shit, I really have to go. I guess I’ll talk to you Monday.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      Seems like something I said really threw him off.

      Makes me wonder what names little Cal got called.

      And if they were similar to the ones hurled at me.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning I have to skip my favorite ballet class so I can get to the theater for a costume fitting before rehearsal. Not an equal tradeoff. Not only do I hate missing the workout, but costume fittings are never fun. Either they treat you like just another dress dummy or they fawn over you with fake compliments. When I walk into the costume shop only a few minutes late, the frowns on the faces of the designer and head seamstress threaten to turn this one into a death spiral.

      But a genuine smile blooms on the face of the older woman when she sees me. “Come in, my darling. I am Anya.” The seamstress’s Russian accent is as charming as her sparkling blue eyes. “Welcome to my domain.” A gnarled hand tucks a lock of steel gray hair behind her ear before sweeping over the well-organized room. From the sewing machines to the cutting tables, from dress forms to neatly labeled boxes stacked on shelves, everything seems to be in order.

      Wanda, the designer, looks up briefly before tracing a finger over one of the sketches on the table. “We have a challenge here.” Her already strained smile presses into a flat line. “Make you plain.”

      I shrug out of my coat and give it to Anya when she holds out her hands. “What do you mean? Miles didn’t say anything about that. I mean, I know he doesn’t want Prudence to be too sexy, but… plain?” I aim for a light laugh as I step closer to get a look at the sketches, but even I can hear the panic rising in my voice.

      Wanda adjusts the scrunchie holding flyaway blonde hair in a high ponytail, obviously a nervous habit. “We had a design meeting this morning. He thinks you’ll be funnier if you’re not quite so attractive.”

      Bile rises from my empty stomach. Going onstage without the armor of good makeup and a nice costume to prop up my appearance feels worse than going onstage naked. People don’t come to the theater to see ugly women.

      Wanda groans from behind a rack of dresses. “Believe me, I’m not happy about it. We’d already done some shopping for you.” She pulls a dress, shakes her head, puts it back. “Now I have to start from scratch.”

      Anya waves an elegant hand, her voice riding a resigned smile. “Me too.”

      “Me three.” I can’t keep the growl out of my voice.

      It’s still early in the process, so I don’t quite feel like I own the character. When I try to picture Prudence, it’s like she’s across the room, rather than in the mirror. Closing my eyes, I try to picture her the first time she walks into the restaurant for a blind date. Is it that Prudence thinks she’s attractive but she’s not? Or does she try too hard and make choices that don’t work for her?

      Or is she brave enough to be who she is? I’m not sure I can wrap my head around that point of view. To leave the house without applying makeup and styling my hair, without covering my room with discarded outfits because nothing can ever quite fix my body’s silhouette…

      But that’s me, not Prudence.

      I take a deep breath. There’s no way out of this but forward. “Okay. What’s she going to look like?”

      By the end of the fitting, I’m actually kind of excited. Anya clucks a bit, saying it’s a sin to cover up such a perfect figure. I don’t contradict her, even though I know she must be lying. My tits are totally out of proportion to the rest of my body. When Anya finds a dress for me to wear at rehearsals that fits all wrong, along with a sports bra that makes my breasts spread out, the look is so far from my own that it kind of feels safe, like a full body mask that hides my flaws by creating different ones.

      Then there’s my hair, the one part of my body that I love. The hair that more than one acting teacher has called a crutch. One even went so far as to challenge me to cut it off to see if I could act without it.

      Anya, Wanda and I head into a dressing room to try out some options. We all agree that a bun and glasses are too cliche. When Anya separates my curls to create a thick braid down my back, her touch is comforting, reminding me of my mother’s. She slides a wool cap on and off a few times, and the frizz it creates is classic. Suddenly I’m awkward-looking in a way that I can see supporting the humor of the play. I promise to play around with makeup, too, to go for the Don’t choices in Cosmo instead of the Dos.

      My acting job starts here. I need to pretend that I feel good about this choice. It might pay off, anyway. Maybe I’ll actually have a success based solely on my craft. And if I fail, well, I doubt anyone but locals will see the show. Nobody of importance is going to make the trip up here from Boston, especially in winter. “This could be fun.”

      Wanda taps Anya on the shoulder. “I win. I told you she wouldn’t be a diva about it.”

      Anya gives me a nod of appreciation. “I admit it, I am pleasantly surprised.” She pats me on the shoulder. “No actress wants to look bad onstage. But you get it. We all want the look to work, to make your job easier.”

      Standing, I check my unfamiliar profile in the three-way mirror. “As Hamlet says, ‘There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.’”

      Wanda winks at me before closing up her portfolio of drawings. “Miles was afraid to tell you himself. He made us do it.”

      A flash of anger sparks, but I extinguish it with a sigh. “I can hardly blame him. I spend an awful lot of time and money on my appearance.” When I check my reflection in the mirror, Prudence’s poor choices distract me from zeroing in on my wrinkles and breasts. I have to admit it’s a bit of a relief. “Maybe this old dog can learn some new tricks.”

      Anya laughs. “Pah! Old dog. Get out of here, you spring chicken.”

      A little shiver of anticipation mixes with fear of the unknown and zips through me. Unchartered territory.

      Kind of like what’s going on between Cal and me.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a different DJ on WBAR as I drive home from rehearsal late Saturday afternoon. I never paid much attention to the person talking between the songs before, but I miss Cal’s voice. Turning off the radio, I try to talk myself into calling one of my friends to see what they have going on tonight, but once I’m home staring at my phone, I can’t quite get myself to do it. In the past we’d all head out together at the end of a day of rehearsal, making plans as we went.

      I could call my friend Bella. She’s not in Hamlet either, but she does have a kid and would have to pay for a sitter.

      While I’m wishing I knew how to contact Cal and wondering what fabulous plans he might have tonight—probably at some club or concert—the phone rings. Thinking that Cal might have somehow gotten a hold of my number even though it’s unlisted, I pick up instead of letting the machine get it first.

      Unfortunately, it’s not Cal. It’s this guy Charles that I met at a bar when I was out with teacher friends back in December. He’s hot. He likes to say I’m hot. He has work contacts that get us into the hottest restaurants.

      Everything else between us is ice cold, however. I slept with him after the first date because, you know, a guy treats you to a meal at a fancy place and you feel obligated to put out.

      Plus, I usually like sex. I didn’t with Charles. He took the quid-pro-quo thing to a whole new level, like I was literally there to service him. I don’t know why I slept with him a second time. I guess I’m a Pollyanna that way. I like to give people the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he’d had a bad day or had performance anxiety the first time. It was marginally better, but only because he came so fast and was out the door even faster.

      Normally I wouldn’t go out with any guy on such short notice, but Charles can be persuasive. He says something about a guy from work who had reservations at this new place that it takes months to get into but his girlfriend got sick. Probably whoever Charles asked out first got sick, but whatever. It’s not like I have other plans.

      Later though, in the car on the way back from the restaurant, I’m wishing I hadn’t said yes. Wishing I’d pushed through the awkwardness and called a friend instead.

      It’s not like I could even eat half the food. Charles must’ve mentioned my “hot bod” about fifty thousand times, which made me feel self-conscious, like I shouldn’t eat because thin girls don’t eat, so I only took two bites of everything.

      Hearing that I’m hot or sexy or gorgeous—those words have always been so important to me. The power of seducing a guy has always been intoxicating.

      Something’s changed.

      And it’s not just about turning thirty.

      As we take the Allston exit from the Mass Pike, a warm, masculine voice breaks into my thoughts, and it’s not the guy driving me home. Without asking permission, even though Charles is ridiculously protective of his car stereo, I turn up the volume on the radio.

      “It’s a nippy twenty-five degrees under clear skies right now, or so they tell me. Your weeknight jock Callihan here, subbing in on a Saturday night. So tell me: What’s happening, Boston? Are you heading to Spit or leaving the Bruins game? I’ll keep you company whether you’re staying in or going to a party. Let’s kick it off with ‘Rescue Me’ by the Alarm.”

      I’m wishing Cal would rescue me, when I realize he already has. The sound of his voice makes me realize that not only do I not owe Charles anything, I don’t particularly like him.

      The moment we pull up in front of my apartment building, I open the door before Charles can even get the car in park. “Thanks, man. That was great.”

      His lips flatten into a thin line. “I don’t get to come in? What the fuck?”

      “Sorry, I’m super tired and I have an early call tomorrow.”

      “Can’t we have sex? I’ll leave right after.”

      Pushing the apology trying to escape past my lips to the side, I make myself say, “Nope. Gotta go to bed. Good night.”

      Unfortunately, my clean exit is foiled by a tangled purse strap. When I turn around to free it from the car, Charles grabs my wrist. “Come on, Jess. You’re so smokin’ in that dress; you’ve had me riled up all night.”

      “I said no. No, thank you,” I add with a forced smile. When he doesn’t let go, I enunciate even more clearly. “Did you not hear what I said, Charles?”

      “But I’m hard as a rock,” he whines. “You dress like you do, a guy expects to get laid.”

      “So I’m a call girl now? You bought dinner, so I owe you sex? If that’s the situation, I’m going to have to raise my prices.”

      “Jesus, you don’t have to be a bitch about it.” Tightening his grip, he twists my wrist to pull me back into the car.

      “Let me go.” Yanking back so hard that both his grip and my purse strap break, I almost fall off my heels. Once I’ve caught my balance, I growl, “Don’t call me again. Ever.”

      After slamming the door in his face, I race up the steps and into the building. I don’t stop until I’m inside my apartment, deadbolt locked. Heart thudding in my chest, legs shaking, I drop my ruined purse on the floor and struggle out of my coat.

      Heading straight to the bathroom, I turn the shower on full bore, needing to get the stink of Charles off me. It’s only when I collapse onto my bed in my flannel pjs that I hear Cal’s voice again, coming through the tinny speaker of my clock radio. Pulling a blanket around me, I turn it up and let the tears flow.

      I can’t call him now. I don’t want him to hear me like this. I can keep listening to his soothing voice, though. As the sobs subside, I silently thank him for watching over me.
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        Nigel here this Sunday afternoon on WBAR and I’ve got the Beatles’ “Every Little Thing” for your listening pleasure.

      

      

      CAL

      Driving home from Sunday dinner with my family, it occurs to me for the first time how alone I am. I’ve always felt cocooned by my family, but in a good way, not an isolating one.

      Neither my parents nor my siblings have ever shown the tiniest bit of resentment toward me, even though I sucked up way more than my share of attention and resources growing up. It took hundreds of hours and thousands of dollars to get me through surgery after surgery. At some point, the Shriners began picking up my bills, but the nurses always had to kick my parents out of my room in the hospital to make them go home and rest. At school, my brothers did their best to protect me from bullies. I’m more of the family baby than my baby sister.

      My family is everything to me.

      For the first time, I’m wondering if that’s a problem.

      My siblings have all paired off and have their own families. They’re adults. I may have the body of a thirty-two-year-old man, but inside? I’m a little kid who never really left the nest.

      I don’t think they worry about me. It probably seems like I’m doing well enough. I make a decent living at a job that I’m good at in a hugely competitive field. I’ve got a big loft apartment in downtown Boston, great co-workers, and friends all over the world, if you count pen pals.

      So far, I’ve had no reason to leave the comfy cocoon that is my life. I mean, I know better than most that when bandages get ripped off before the skin underneath is fully healed, the pain is horrendous.

      Unfortunately, those wounds might get exposed sooner than I’d like. Jones is still bugging me about stepping up my game, adding something to my slot that’ll attract more listeners, but I don’t know what someone like me can do. Grace practically hosts a party during her shift. Drive-time DJ Motor trades jokes with the headlining comics who visit him when they roll into town. “Morning Guy” Guy does massive promos, like last summer when he gave away a car by broadcasting from said car while it dangled from a crane hundreds of feet in the air over the Charles River.

      How do I compete with that?

      I can’t see myself getting up in front of hundreds of people like Special Kay and Nigel do when they introduce bands at live shows, but according to Jones, I have to do something to up ratings.

      The other change I never saw coming? Jess. I’ve never been so nervous and excited about anything as I am about her call each night. It’s all I’ve been thinking about since Friday. I even took the extra shift last night, hoping she’d call. And you wouldn’t believe the what-ifs buzzing around inside my skull, taunting me. What if there’s a chance she and I could actually have something together? What if I could have a real relationship like my siblings and parents do?

      The only way I can see that happening? Get her to fall in love with me on the phone. If I can be her knight in shining armor five nights a week for long enough, then maybe by the time we meet and she finds out I’m a prince stuck in the body of a frog, she’ll accept the real me.

      Yeah, I know.

      Who am I kidding?
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        * * *

      

      “All right, you assholes, I don’t have all day here.”

      That’s how Jones kicks off the music meeting every Monday morning. Or afternoon, rather. It’s two o’clock, but it feels like morning to me. Attendance at the meeting isn’t required and Weird Wayne rarely shows because of his two-to-six-a.m. shift time, but I make it a priority to be here so I can have some influence on what gets played across the station’s programming.

      It also makes me feel like I’m part of a team. The DJs in this room are a relatively diverse group, not only diverse in musical taste—though we do challenge each other and cover the whole spectrum of rock music—but also by gender, race, sexuality and even generation. Not many rock stations have a woman with her own slot—they’re usually a sidekick—but we have two and they couldn’t be more different. Special Kay (call her Karen, her given name, at your peril) has helped make the careers of female-fronted bands like Roxette. Right now she’s all about some group from the Midwest nobody’s heard of called Babes in Toyland.

      A Red Sox cap frames Kay’s pale face and stringy brown hair. Like most of the guys, she’s always in jeans and band T-shirts. Gracie’s style is at the other end of the spectrum. She’s a Deborah Harry-inspired party girl with bleached hair, funky glasses and funkier outfits. Then there’s Motor, who’s never not in a suit. Not the stuffy-old-man kind, though. He dresses in homage to his hero, David Bowie. Motor’s a people collector, so it’s a party during his drivetime shifts, from an evolving crew of pretty young things—both male and female—to the comics who stop by. This week he interviewed local Paula Poundstone and an up-and-coming comic in town on tour. I think his name was Jerry Steinfeld. Or Seinfeld? I don’t pay much attention to the comedy circuit so I’ve never heard of him, but Motor says he’s got a boss new style.

      Nigel, who came to the States from England to study and never got around to leaving, is the darkest skinned of us all. I’m probably next in line on that scale. What’s left of my original skin color is the swarthy brown of my Portuguese and black Irish heritage. Nigel’s also the most well-spoken and definitely the smartest at the table. After he and Jones made a sensation at Northeastern University’s radio station, they quickly climbed the ranks here. Most people have no idea that Nigel’s black because he sounds like he was raised by the Queen herself. Elizabeth, not the band. At the moment, he’s impatiently flipping through a stack of albums—probably new music he can’t wait to bring to our attention.

      Finally, an enthusiastic whoop from Guy followed by a groan from Big Bob means that the hallway whiffle ball game is over, so the meeting can begin.

      When the players enter, Jones rolls his eyes. Guy—aka “Morning Guy” Guy—high-fives everyone within reach before taking a seat. You’d never know the guy is almost forty with a wife and kids. He is a big kid.

      Grace leans back in her chair and props her thigh-high boots on the table. Jones gives her a look but doesn’t say anything. Instead, he hands out the week’s playlists before reading a memo from corporate re keeping the on-air shenanigans rated PG.

      Guy nods enthusiastically and straightens the satin station jacket he’s never without. The WBAR logo is emblazoned across the back, and his name’s embroidered over his heart. I have one too, but I never wear it. Too likely to garner attention. Motor grumbles about how the shock jocks on our rival station manage to get away with all kinds of R-rated crapola. He has a right to be pissed. They’ve done a number on him lately—outing him as gay and stirring up hatred about it. No one here gives a shit about his sexuality, but he’s been getting ugly letters and phone calls.

      I can’t even imagine what those jerks over there would say about me.

      My contemplation of that scenario is interrupted by Gracie’s hand waving in front of my face.

      “Earth to Cal?”

      “Sorry, what’d I miss?”

      “I said, aren’t you, like, pen pals with Joe Berg from that Canadian band?”

      “Uh, sort of. A Toronto DJ turned me on to them several months ago. Why?”

      “Why Not Happiness playing at The Paradise this week,” Jones says, tipping his head toward the window, which has a great view of Lansdowne Street, where it seems like half the clubs in Boston are located. Spit, Metro—they’re all within walking distance. We moved to this location from a high-rise further downtown a year ago, and management’s been on us to get bands in here to chat or play acoustic sets. Jones knocks on the table. “Think you can get them for an interview?”

      The egg sandwich I wolfed down before the meeting turns to cement in my gut. Jones’s lifted eyebrows remind me that I need to step up to keep my shift.

      I rub the scarred edge of my left eyebrow. A nervous habit. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Jones smiles. “Great. Keep me posted.”

      There’s no way I won’t get the interview since the station has such a good reputation for putting bands on the map. Thing is, I’ve never done one before. Sinking into my seat, my mind churns with dread while a typical meeting continues around me. Impassioned arguments about songs moving in and out of rotation are punctuated by various objects flying across the table, from plush puffins—our station mascot—to balled-up food wrappers.

      Big Bob and Special Kay are laughing so hard that they’re falling off their chairs when Jones gives up and ends the meeting with his usual call to action. “Get out of here, and don’t come back until you’ve discovered the next big thing.”

      He catches me in the hall before I can escape to the gym. “You’re spinning at Metro this Saturday; don’t forget.”

      I side-eye him. “Can I forget it if I get this interview?”

      He shakes his head. “No way. We need all the jocks on tap for this marathon. It’s a big publicity opp as well as a fundraiser.”

      I give him my scariest half-grimace. “Don’t worry. I’ll be there.”

      He claps a hand on my shoulder. The right one. Nobody ever touches me on the bad side. “It’ll be chill, Cal, you’ll see.”

      “Eat my short, Jones.” And then I escape before he can ask me to do anything else.
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        * * *

      

      I got the shit beaten out of me on a weekly basis in ninth grade. In fights I picked. When it was kids bullying me, that was one thing. I’d heard all the taunts on the playground all through elementary school. But when my younger sister joined me in junior high, kids picked on Penny because of me. I couldn’t have that, so shit went down. I’d go after the tormentor and get walloped. Over and over again.

      Against my mom’s wishes, my dad took me to the boxing gym his friend Sam ran, and I learned how to fight. I got good. The bullying stopped.

      Usually hitting the bag makes me feel good. Even when it hurts.

      Some days—like today—I need to feel fresh pain. It cuts through the static of my fucked-up nerve endings. Makes more sense than phantom pain. Clarifies things.

      It doesn’t make sense to some in my family—in particular, my sister and my mom. They can’t believe that I want to inflict pain on myself. But like getting tattoos, this is pain that I get to choose.

      After only twenty minutes of punching the bag today, I’ve had enough. Normally, I go at it until I’m on the verge of getting overheated, but today I can’t seem to focus.

      Jones and my boxing coach going at it inside my head probably isn’t helping. They’re like an angel and devil, one on each shoulder. Except they’re both devils.

      You can’t be completely invisible anymore, Jones says.

      Again, Sam bellows. I don’t have time for whiners.

      It’ll be chill, jabs Jones.

      Turning to the speed ball, I try to show Jones what chill looks like, but Sam doesn’t let up.

      What I want to see is your fucking elbows up while you hit that bag another fifty times, he yells.

      My head drops. My lats scream.

      Jones: We have to do something.

      Sam: I ain’t got all day. I got other assholes to train.

      Drilling into the bag until I’m breathing so hard I taste blood—my fucking elbows high—still doesn’t chase away the fear. When I try picturing the band members I have to interview on the surface of the uppercut bag, they laugh at me or turn away in disgust. Like the teenagers did after I shut them up with my fists.

      Usually, hitting things eases my rage. Rage at the unfairness of the world—a world that can take away my childhood with a single mistake. A world that would give me a job I love, only to take it away again. A world that teases me with the voice of a woman that I can’t stop thinking about, even as I know that there’s no way I’ll ever be able to meet her in person.

      If I’m too chickenshit to interview the members of a band I know everything about, how will I ever summon the courage to meet the girl I’ve been talking to for a week? A girl who’s woken me up like I’m Sleeping Beauty and she’s the prince?

      That’s a good one.

      At least I can laugh at myself, right?
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        * * *

      

      I’m still getting settled behind the mic Monday night when Talia pops up in the window, holds up three fingers and mouths “Jessica.”

      Surprised that she’s calling when it’s only just after ten, I can’t punch the button fast enough. “Hey. You’re early.”

      “I forgot to tell you we don’t rehearse Mondays, so I didn’t have to make the drive.”

      “Oh, good.”

      “I was just calling to let you know you don’t have to worry, so you don’t… worry.” All it takes is the trill of her laughter to lighten the burdens I’ve been lugging around all day.

      “I’m glad you called. Not because I’d worry. Talking to you is… getting to be one of the best parts of my day.”

      “Aww, really?”

      I can’t tell if she’s flattered or embarrassed. It would be easier to tell if I could see her face, but then I’d have to deal with her seeing mine. “Yeah, really. Especially today. I’m a little frustrated.”

      “About what?”

      “Hang on a sec, okay? I’m not quite organized here.”

      “Well, actually, I just got in from teaching dance classes, and I should take a shower.”

      “Okay, I get it.” I suppose I should know better than to tell a girl how much I like her so soon. A cool guy would probably say something about imagining her in the shower, but that feels kind of gross. “I’m sure you have all kinds of things you could be doing other than sitting on hold.”

      “Believe me, with anybody else’s hold music, I can’t get off the phone fast enough. I like listening to your music, but I don’t want to get chilled. Should’ve thought of that before I called, I guess.”

      This time her laugh is definitely embarrassed. Maybe she isn’t blowing me off. “Do you want to call back?”

      “Yes. I want to call back. In, like, forty-five minutes?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “’K, bye.”

      It takes me a few moments to come back to earth and remember what it is I’m supposed to be doing here. When I do, I feel the need to change up my plan for the evening. Rereading the list I put together an hour ago, I cross off one angsty song after another. I mean, it’s not like I’m going go all Debbie Gibson or Duran Durn here. But instead of “Under the Milky Way” and “A Forest,” I’m going to slot in U2’s “Desire.” I could maybe even get away with Bobby McFerrin and “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” on a Monday night. That’s the mood I’m in, knowing that Jess wants to be here with me.
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        This week on Hawaii Five-O, Jack Ward gets his hair shellacked. On Dallas, Miss Ellie gets waxed. Or is that whacked? Whatever, all you have to do right now is stick with rock scientist Cal Alonso and his mute sock-puppet sidekick. They’ll be back right after this station identification.

      

      

      JESS

      I’ve decided that Cal and I need to get to know each other. Part of me wishes I knew what he looks like, but at the same time it’s nice that he can’t see me. Like, right now, my makeup’s gone, my hair’s in a messy bun and I’m in my rattiest sweats—the ones I can’t wear in public because of the mysterious stains on the backside. On the phone with Cal, I can stretch on the floor in comfort while we chat instead of pretending to look interested while a guy talks endlessly about himself. I can be myself.

      I play so many roles these days, both on and offstage, that I’m actually not sure I know how to be that girl, but on the phone with Cal feels like a safe place to try.

      Cal seemed wary when I suggested we play twenty questions, but I’m going to do my best to make it fun. “Okay, I’ll start. Nothing huge. Just the basics, like what’s your favorite TV show? Do you watch TV? Maybe you don’t since you work nights.”

      “I watch sports on weekend afternoons.”

      “Ugh, sports. Such a guy.” I make sure I put a tease in my voice because I know how guys are about their teams. “What about Sunday night? I’m guessing MacGyver.”

      “Actually, I’m kind of a Moonlighting fan.”

      “Really? That is interesting.”

      “What’s so interesting about that?

      “It’s, you know, romantic.” I’d never admit it, but I love a guy with a romantic side.

      “Romantic? It’s a mystery show.”

      “Uh-huh. You keep telling yourself that.”

      “I most certainly will. What about you?” I’ve always loved how you can hear emotion in a person’s voice, but with Cal, I depend on it even more since I can’t picture him. Right now, I’m getting a flirty color from him that makes me want more.

      Not only is it distracting, I’m stumped for an answer. “I don’t know why I asked this question. I barely watch TV because of my schedule. I get home too late.”

      “Can’t you tape shows you want to watch?”

      “I could if my VCR wasn’t broken. Now I have to wait for my brother to decide he needs the latest model so he’ll give me his old one. Meanwhile, I’m stuck watching whatever’s on if I want to watch anything.”

      “What would you be watching if you weren’t talking to me?”

      “Um, tonight, probably Thirtysomething, but I would’ve missed the first fifteen minutes, so maybe not. I’ll have to catch up on the reruns this summer. Otherwise, I’ll never know if Hope has another baby or if Nancy and Elliot go through with their divorce, or⁠⁠—”

      After his snort of laughter, I go for playful defensiveness. “Are you laughing at me?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I’m not. I have no idea who those people are.”

      “They’re my TV friends. Don’t you have TV friends?”

      “Yes, but…” Trailing off, he clears his throat.

      “Oh, ho. Cal has TV friends he’s ashamed of.”

      When he doesn’t say anything, it’s my turn to laugh.

      Joining me he asks, “Who’s laughing at who now?”

      “Come on, you have to tell. Is it Big Bird? Oscar the Grouch? I could totally see that.”

      I have to wait for the answer while he puts me on hold to do his actual job, but when he returns, he jumps right back in. “When I was little, I definitely identified with both of those guys, but I have managed to move on from Sesame Street since then.”

      There’s still a smile in his tone, so I press on. “Then are your TV friends game show people or soap opera people?”

      “Can I plead the fifth on that?”

      “Mm-hmm. Soap opera people, then. Which show could it be? Hang on. I’m grabbing my TV Guide.”

      “It was All My Children, okay? I used to watch the soaps with my mom.”

      “Aww.” Very cute. As long as he’s not still living with his mom. That would be problematic.

      “She called them her stories.”

      “Weren’t you in school when that was on?”

      “I was home sick a lot.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad.” He doesn’t elaborate, and I think I’ve pushed far enough. “One more: Lassie or Mr. Rogers?”

      “Definitely Mr. Rogers. Lassie was too scary.”

      “It was for me too, but I love dogs, so I’d make my sister watch with me. You were a sensitive little guy, huh?”

      “I guess I was.”

      “I love that. I’d like to see a picture of you as a little kid.” Even though talking like this is cozy, my brain still craves an image to go with the voice.

      “Yeah, there aren’t many of those.” Something beeps in the background. “Listen, I should go. But thanks for talking to me instead of watching Thirtysomething.”

      “You’re welcome. You’re better than TV friends.”

      “Good night, Jess.”

      “Good night, Cal.”

      I totally forgot to stretch after class I was in such a hurry to call Cal, so I’m a bit stiff as I get to my feet to hang up the phone. Carefully lifting my leg to the barre, I try to picture him. A guy with a voice that masculine and sexy has to be good-looking, right?

      But what if he isn’t? Am I that shallow? Ticking through an imaginary slideshow of all the guys I’ve ever gone out with, I have to conclude that I am.

      Not to mention that my vanity has me doing everything within my power to enhance my good bits and hide the bad. So much about attraction has to do with appearance. Right?

      Could I fall for a guy who isn’t handsome? I’m attracted to Cal when we talk, but what if we met and one, or both, of us were disappointed in what we see?

      What would we do then?

      CAL

      Wednesday morning a phone call from the PR guy for Why Not Happiness wakes me up at nine a.m. Though I’m barely awake, I manage to take in the information. Their tour schedule is tight. They don’t get into Boston until right before sound check, but lead singer Joe can talk to me on the phone before they get on the bus. In less than an hour. It’ll be an exclusive, so I make myself say yes.

      An hour is not much time to get ready. I take Blondie out to pee, shower as fast as I can and haul my ass to the station. I find an engineer to set me up to record the phone call, and I manage to scribble a few questions on a piece of paper before it comes in.

      “Hey, Joe, thanks for taking the time to call.”

      “Sure, man. Uh, like we don’t have a lot of time, but yeah, like, thanks for, uh… promoting the tour.”

      “Happy to do it. How’s it going so far?”

      “Good. Yeah. Good.”

      “Good. Great.”

      “So, uh…” I scan my notes. My questions all seem pretty lame. But we can’t have dead air. Hopefully, this can be edited.

      “So, how’s the weather there in Boston right now?” Joe finally asks.

      “Oh, yeah. It’s cold.”

      “Probably not as cold as in Ottawa.”

      “Right, yeah. You guys are Canadian. The Great White North, eh? You like those guys? Bob and Doug?”

      “Yeah, we don’t really talk like that.”

      “Right.” Feeling like a total idiot, I search for a question that isn’t insulting. “So…”

      “Yeah, so we’re playing at the Paradise…”

      “Right. The Paradise. Great venue.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be there tonight.”

      “At, uh… nine o’clock. So be there or be square.”

      “Yep. Okay, I gotta go man, but, uh… thanks.”

      “Thank you, Joe. Oh, whoops, I forgot to introduce you. That was Joe Berg, front man for Why Not Happiness.”

      “Okay, gotta go.”

      “Bye, now.”

      He hangs up, and I just sit there, the dial tone thunderous in my ears. That could not have gone worse. When the booth door squeaks open and Jones steps in the room, all I have is, “Well, that sucked.”

      He shakes his head with a wince. “I don’t think we can salvage it. The weather? Seriously, Cal. You didn’t even ask him about working with Todd Rundgren.”

      My head, heavy as a cannonball, drops into my palm. “I’m an idiot. I forgot… everything. My mind went blank.”

      Jones sighs. “I guess we’ll have to come up with another kind of gimmick for you.”

      You can’t say I told you so to your boss, even if he is your friend. “Yeah, I guess we will.”

      The words of the band’s hit single, “We’re All Adults Now,” mock me the entire way back to my apartment. Am I? Am I really an adult? Jury’s definitely out on that one.
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        * * *

      

      When Jess calls Thursday night, I’ve prepared a few stories. I may have lost out on being a talk show host, but I am not going to lose her. On our Wednesday call, I was still in a funk from the interview failure, and I don’t want her to get bored with me.

      I’d be happy to listen to her talk about the weather. Or read the phone book. Just the sound of her voice is entertainment enough for me. A mellow caress when she recites Shakespeare, a sharp prick when she’s moved by a friend’s troubles. When she imitates members of her family or other actors in her play as she tells a story, she never fails to make me laugh.

      That’s something I’ve done more in the past couple weeks talking to her than I have in years. I’m determined to do the same for her with the stories I’ve saved up.

      “So, since tomorrow’s Friday the 13th, nobody’s releasing anything new, but I called over to Fort Apache studios in Cambridge earlier and talked a guy I know into getting us a copy of a single from the album that Throwing Muses is releasing next week.”

      “Oh, I think I heard you play that.”

      “Yeah, it’s a great track. I’m looking forward to hearing the whole thing. Anyway, when the bike messenger dropped it off a couple hours ago, he accidentally let a few people in, and they’ve been partying in the station offices since then.”

      “You didn’t hear them?”

      “They’re at the other end of the building. Talia—the night producer, you’ve talked to her⁠—”

      “Right.”

      “Anyway, she went to get a soda, and there they were, sprawled all over the cubicles where the ad sales people work. They’d broken into the vending machine and made a huge mess.”

      “Like what kind of mess?”

      “You know, wrappers and cans everywhere. I think maybe somebody threw up in a trash can.”

      “Ew.”

      Good job, Cal. Gross the girl out. “Yeah, the office guys are going to be pissed tomorrow.” Now I’m questioning my choice of stories.

      “Do a lot of people just show up at the station door?”

      “Yeah, they push the buzzer over and over until someone answers. Talia breaks it every once in a while, but someone always fixes it again. A volunteer will usually take their requests off the squawk box out there, but they have strict instructions to never let anyone in who doesn’t have a badge. Unless they’re actually someone’s friends. Gracie brings people in all the time.”

      “Do you?”

      “Nah, too distracting.”

      “But it’s not too distracting to talk to me?”

      I can’t help but grin. “I’m sure if you were here in person, I’d be very distracted.”

      “I could figure out some ways to distract you.”

      The tease under her words tempts me with possibility, but I can’t get my hopes too high. “Anyway, there are fewer people here this late to keep an eye on things. I don’t want to be responsible.”

      “Oh, before I forget, I’m done with rehearsal early tomorrow, so I’ll probably go to my family’s for Shabbos. I won’t be driving home late.”

      “Shabbos?”

      “You might have heard it called Shabbat? It’s the beginning of the Jewish sabbath. We light candles and have a special meal at sundown on Fridays.”

      “Right.” The thought of going three whole days without talking to her has me scanning my brain for ideas. The flyer for the DJ marathon this weekend catches my eye. “You know, I’ve got some extra tickets to a club where I’m spinning Saturday. Do you want some?”

      “So we could meet up?”

      Shit. I have got to learn to think before I speak. “Well, I can’t guarantee that. It’ll be kind of crazy. But I can give you a bunch. You can bring friends.”

      “That’d be cool. But if it works out, I’d really like to meet in person.”

      O Positive’s “Walk Away Renee” is winding down, giving me an excuse to say good night—as well as a reminder of what I should do with Jess. After quickly giving her the details for Saturday, I say, “Call me tomorrow night if you can, okay? But if not, I’ll have tickets in your name.”

      JESS

      I’m quite proud that I’ve chosen Shabbat dinner at my sister’s house for my Friday night entertainment instead of a date with a jerk.

      My family isn’t particularly religious, but Shabbos is an important gathering time. Since I was little, the scents of chicken soup bubbling on the stove and challah baking in the oven have always wrapped me in the comfort of family. I miss the traditions of the meal when I’m in a show and have to perform every Friday night.

      Rehearsal ends at three-thirty, but it gets dark at five, so I don’t have time to go home and change after rehearsal. Instead of the sparkly tops and short skirts I usually wear, I’m in one of the Prudence outfits I’ve come up with from my closet: a maxi skirt from my high school wardrobe paired with low-heeled boots and a long sweater. I’m getting quite comfortable in this character’s look, which is a big change for me.

      When I walk in the front door, I’m greeted by the yapping of my sister’s two little dogs followed by the squeals of my two little nieces. I squeeze the girls together, inhaling their sweetness. Someday I’ll have this, too. Even if the price is gaining fifty pounds like my sister did, it’d be worth it.

      Somebody’ll have to do some serious tutoring before I can make a Shabbat dinner, though. As my sister has so helpfully reminded me when I’ve tried to help her, you’re only supposed to burn a chunk of the challah as a mitzvah, not the whole thing. And that was when I was just heating up bread from the bakery. Luckily for all of us, I don’t have to get anywhere near the kitchen this Friday because my nieces take my hands and drag me up to their room.
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