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little black dress

IT’S A GIRL THING

 



Dear Little Black Dress Reader,

 



Thanks for picking up this Little Black Dress book, one of the great new titles from our series of fun, page-turning romance novels. Lucky you - you’re about to have a fantastic romantic read that we know you won’t be able to put down!

 



Why don’t you make your Little Black Dress experience even better by logging on to

 



www.littleblackdressbooks.com

 



where you can:



[image: 002]Enter our monthly competitions to win  gorgeous prizes


[image: 003]Get hot-off-the-press news about our latest titles


[image: 004]Read exclusive preview chapters both from your favourite authors and from brilliant new writing talent


[image: 005]Buy up-and-coming books online


[image: 006]Sign up for an essential slice of romance via our fortnightly email newsletter



 



We love nothing more than to curl up and indulge in an addictive romance, and so we’re delighted to welcome you into the Little Black Dress club!

 



With love from,

 



The little black dress team
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Zoë Rice grew up in Brooklyn and now lives in Manhattan. She graduated cum laude from Yale, where her friends thought she should have majored in art history. She then spent four years editing while her friends told her she should write. She hopes they’re happy now.




For my parents, 
Rena and Shel
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There’s art in beauty. Hi, Beauty. I’m Art.

 




Rushing up Seventy-third Street toward the gallery, I can think of only one thing. I’ve let Deidre Gayle down. Deidre Gayle, the nicest, most genuinely enthusiastic art lover I’ve ever known. The collector who regularly buys fifty-thousand-dollar paintings without batting an eye-lash. The woman to whom I owe my upcoming promotion.

When I woke up this morning, the large, red digital alarm clock that usually sits by my head was on the floor, its cracked display flashing twelve o’clock over and over again. Robbie must be branching out to plastics. I’m not sure he loves me as unconditionally as I love him, because when I screamed, ‘Robbie!’ he just slunk out from under my bed, blinking with indifference. I was a whole hour late, and he might as well have been shrugging his guilty little kitty shoulders.

Now it’s ten forty-five a.m. Deidre has been waiting for me at the gallery for forty-five minutes. She may be a ballet legend, but Deidre Gayle still prizes every second she can use to improve her technique, and look how many precious seconds I’ve wasted! I feel so guilty I may as well have thrown a bucket of water at her prized Picasso drawing. And the worst thing is, she’ll forgive me instantly.

I bound up the stairs to the Emerson Bond Gallery,  which occupies the bottom floor of a stately limestone town house near Madison Avenue. The Old Man used to live here, as I understand it, back in the forties. I always have this romantic picture of Emerson Bond in some dashing tuxedo mixing highballs where my desk is now, while he waits for his wife to descend the marble staircase in her white chinchilla coat. Although my boss, Freddie, thinks it would be a more accurate picture if the maid were mixing the drinks, young Emerson Bond were working at his desk, and the wife were out on the town with another man. And he’s pretty sure that our office was used as a larder. But probably a fancy larder.

‘I’m here! I’m here!’ I cry breathlessly as I throw open the door and nearly trip over the threshold. ‘I’m sooooo  sorry!’

The Bond’s assistant, Kimmy, peers at me curiously from behind the reception desk, her spiky dark purple hair contrasting nicely with the red Warhol silk screen hanging behind her. It’s from the Old Man’s private collection, and the only piece we’ve ever shown that predates the eighties. ‘It’s okay, Izzy,’ she says cheerfully. ‘Deidre left half an hour ago. I told her you had a family emergency. A nice bouquet is already on its way with a note of apology in your name.’

‘Kimmy!’ I can feel the adrenaline leaving my body in a whoosh. ‘You’re a star.’

‘No problem, doll,’ she says nonchalantly, marking something in her ever-present notebook. ‘Although Deidre did say she hoped I was covering and that you were actually - how did she say it? - recuperating from a night of passion in the bed of a new lover.’

I let out a strangled laugh. My recent luck with men has been like my past luck with men: absolute crap. ‘We both know I’d be more likely to spend the night farming beetles in the deserts of Egypt.’

‘That’s not true!’ Kimmy protests eagerly. ‘You’re afraid of bugs.’

Kimmy has the coolest clothes I’ve ever seen. Today she’s wearing a sleeveless black dress, with a trompe l’oeil  of a strand of pearls painted on the front. What she doesn’t make herself she buys only from obscure downtown designers. Every day’s like an alternative fashion show.

‘My cat destroyed my alarm clock,’ I say bleakly, resting my elbows on the ledge in front of Kimmy’s desk.

‘That’s because your cat’s crazy,’ she answers.

‘He’s not!’ I object, though Kimmy squints doubtfully. I peer down at her notebook, where she’s been drawing an elaborate, fantastic dragon with a tail spiraling down the page. Kimmy just graduated from NYU, where she majored in fine art. She’s working now on a fantasy graphic novel, and her greatest dream is to get it published. Considering her talent, I’m sure it will happen. I asked if I could be a character, and Kimmy said she’d give me a long billowy empire-waist dress and a big cone hat with a veil. How cool is that?

Kimmy reaches over the reception ledge to hand me a bagel wrapped in foil. ‘I figured since you were late, you wouldn’t stop for breakfast. It’s your favorite - sesame with chive cream cheese. Hopefully the tinfoil kept it warm.’

‘Oh, Kimmy.’ Honestly. Anyone who says the New York art world is nothing but a stomping ground for spoiled socialites should spend an hour with Kimmy. I know few people who are as devoted to their work, their art, or their friends. ‘I got you something too.’ I reach into my tote bag, grinning mischievously, and pull out a jar of golden honey.

‘You didn’t.’ Her eyes shine with delight.

‘They weren’t going to miss just one . . .’

Kimmy throws her head back in laughter. The jar of honey I’m holding was part of an invite-only event hosted by the Eaton Bosc Gallery in Chelsea on Saturday night. The Eaton Bosc is known for stealing other galleries’ artists. They’ve been after ours - unsuccessfully - for years. On Saturday, performance artist Elspeth Worth, one of their stolen stars, put on a show where she was covered from head to toe in honey and then lowered onto a bare mattress. When she arose, the form of her body was left in a gooey imprint. Audience members were asked to toss a  personal memento onto the honey as a symbol of the outside influences an artist must internalize - a mighty unsubtle symbol, if you ask me - after which, the whole mattress was covered in shellac, soon to be hung on a wall and sold for hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Cassie Arnell, the Eaton Bosc’s director, added a handwritten poem to the honey, spread open for us all to see. My soul is stuck, she wrote, like this body, on which it lies prone. We merge. We are as one. Poor Cassie. She’s always trying so hard to appear deep and intellectual, but in the end all she appears to be is trying too hard. The crowd of artists and gallerists made fun of her the entire night. I felt so bad, I went right up to Cassie and told her I thought her poem was a really brave and moving gesture. Unfortunately, she took my interest as a sign that I wanted to hear the rest of her poetry, recited without pause, for over an hour. Lordy, her soul has been through a lot.

For my own contribution to the mattress, I chose something that would add a sense of humor to the piece, like in the Pop Art of Claes Oldenburg or the Dada of Marcel Duchamp. Thankfully, Elspeth Worth loved it. When my turn came, I took a little yellow-and-red plastic figurine out of my pocket and nestled it down happily for eternity. Because, really. Who else would love a bed full of honey more than Winnie the Pooh?

‘Thank you for my souvenir.’ Kimmy hugs the jar to her chest. ‘I shall treasure it always.’

‘And thank you, my dear, for breakfast.’ I shrug off the jacket of my new cream linen suit, which has already wilted in the intense June heat. ‘Any messages?’

‘The shippers are running two hours late.’ Kimmy points to the four paintings stacked against the wall behind her desk, all wrapped in acid-free glassine paper to protect them from scratches. These are the final paintings from our last show to be picked up and sent to their new owners. Their combined worth tops a million dollars.

‘If it becomes more than two hours, let me know.’ I scan through my other messages. A curator at the Hirshhorn in  Washington, D.C., wants to exhibit one of our artists. The  Village Voice needs a press packet for our new show. D. W. Faulkner wants to arrange payment for the sculpture he just bought. Business as usual.

‘Miss Izzy, look at you,’ Kimmy exclaims, holding up the title list of our current show, which just opened last week. She’s talking about all the red dots that litter the page, indicating a piece has sold. The artist, John Teller, transforms the shapes of body parts into freestanding artworks, using wax, foam, latex, and rubber. Truthfully, I’m not a huge fan, but Freddie thought we needed some sculpture. And the weird thing is, people seem to like it. I sold the six-thousand-dollar foot first. Although, in that case, I have a feeling the buyer was less interested in art than he was in . . . well . . . feet.

‘I mean,’ Kimmy says, her voice rising in disbelief, ‘you even sold Nose! How’d you do it?’

I grin. ‘The buyer’s a plastic surgeon.’

Kimmy shakes her purple-spiked head. ‘Man, you’re good.’

‘Ooh, girls!’ I hear behind me. Freddie swoops in, holding out his Prada briefcase in front of him like it’s a religious offering. Frederick Barnes is our boss, the gallery’s dealer. He’s thirty-eight and adorable - pudgy and bald, with cheeks you just want to grab hold of and wiggle. I’ve never seen Freddie wear anything but black - it’s slimming, he says.

‘Freddie, what happened?’

‘Izzy, I’ve found our next big thing.’ He takes out a large bound folder from his briefcase and starts to untie it. ‘And let me tell you, he’s good.’ This is what Freddie lives for - the thrill of discovering new talent and introducing it to the public. For him, the art world isn’t about the parties or the status. Few people know this, but Freddie’s real name is  Frederick Barnakofski, and he comes straight out of the Bronx. He spent his twenties working his way through Yale art school not to become a star himself, but to champion the work of others. Really, I think he deserves a medal.  (Something in platinum. Freddie’s always saying gold’s not his color.)

Freddie and I head through the two main exhibition rooms toward the office, which lies behind an elegant set of glass-paned French doors. It’s an airy space, decorated with works from our more successful shows. Freddie has a gorgeous antique desk that lines the back wall. Above it hangs a piece from last year’s industrial-collage exhibition - a large work, crafted with steel and other metal alloys, bent and twisted into something both foreboding and beautiful. Although I really hope the canvas never falls, or Freddie’s in for major head trauma.

My desk sits across the room from Freddie’s. It’s small and gray, but I’ve got nice office supplies and custom stationery, and my computer’s a pretty blue color. Since Freddie’s the dealer, the grandeur is rightfully his. I’m the gallery director - which means I do a little of everything. Mostly, I’m the go-to person for our collectors and the press, but I work with the artists too, especially when a new show goes up. Freddie discovers the talent; I make sure their paintings get on the wall. I consider the job very good practice for when I have my own gallery someday, which I’ve been dreaming about since I was an assistant, more than four years ago. I hope to do what most galleries won’t risk doing: represent young, unknown artists who don’t necessarily come with the right connections or a built-in list of buyers. About half our shows at the Bond are unknowns, like the one Freddie’s so excited about now, and they’re always my favorites. An artist’s first show inspires a unique sense of hope that makes the collaboration seem more worthwhile.

‘I saw his studio last night.’ Freddie does his happy dance, shaking his black-clad hips around. I haven’t seen him this overjoyed since Taye Diggs came into the gallery. I love that Freddie isn’t all stuck-up like every other major dealer in the city. For most of them, arching an eyebrow is a wanton display of pleasure. ‘I’ve already got the show laid out in my mind. They’re great, monumental paintings.’ He  drops dramatically into his chair, throws his head back, and winks at me. ‘He’s a honey too. Twenty-nine, brooding, the works.’

‘Freddie!’ I wander over to the coffeemaker and pour him a cup, heavy on the milk. ‘I don’t know how you can date artists. They’re so angsty.’ Artists make the worst boyfriends ever. All they ever talk about is how their work is going, and how their competitors’ work is going, and ‘Why is his work selling better than mine, that talentless little bug who wouldn’t know innovation if it came and bit him on the nose?’ Okay, so I had one bad experience: my college boyfriend Seth, who enjoyed sleeping with his models a hell of a lot more than he did painting them.

‘Moot point,’ he says as I perch on the edge of his desk. ‘He’s on your team.’ Freddie holds up the coffee. ‘Skim, right, darling?’

I nod, as I do every day. He likes the reassurance.

‘His colors, Izzy. They vibrate like a Rothko. Such subtle gradations, you could stare at them for hours.’ Freddie’s eyes sparkle. ‘You wouldn’t know it, but each image is a detail from a product label, blown up hundreds of times. Only when they’re unrecognizable can they be beautiful.’ He rifles in his briefcase and brings out a small box of slides. ‘Lookie. That second one is Skippy peanut butter, and there’s a Ben-Gay in there too somewhere.’

I hold them up to his desk lamp one by one. Freddie’s right. The colors are haunting and luminous, interrupted by varying lines, some sharp and jagged, some round and cartoonish. Nice, indeed. And thank God they are. Freddie’s timing couldn’t be more ideal. The next artist we’re showing, French collagist Adelaide Fortù, just phoned last week to say her show ‘ees not weady yet’ and that she had to ‘staht ova again, dahling.’ Freddie nearly had a heart attack. We’ve been planning that show for three months. I spent forever getting the press release worded just right - a fitting tribute to her whimsical, crafty paper collages. Now Freddie’ll have to take advantage of every press connection he’s got to start the buzz on this new  painter, whose show we’ll have only two weeks to plan. He can do it, though. He’s that good.

‘Of course the slides don’t do them justice.’ Freddie pulls a piece of paper out of the now unbound folder. ‘Can you believe the Old Man himself asked me to take a look at this guy’s work? Got the memo right here.’

‘Get out!’ Aside from his yearly visit - which I love because we get all this really amazing wine and cheese imported from France - we don’t hear much from the benevolent Emerson Bond. From what I understand, no one does. Not the press, or his foundation, probably not even his family. Sequestered away at his Connecticut estate, the Old Man’s the poster child of reclusiveness. Well, the poster senior citizen anyway.

For decades, Emerson Bond has been one of the country’s most generous patrons of contemporary art. He personally supplied the grants that allowed Chuck Close and Cindy Sherman to pursue their work toward fame and fortune, and he still offers dozens of grants and scholarships a year. As far as the gallery goes, he pays for most of our expenses so we can afford to offer our artists eighty percent of the sales price rather than the usual fifty percent. Plus, we get our space for free. Most of New York’s other contemporary galleries are in Chelsea. They’re really cool-looking, with glass fronts, bright white walls, and stark lettering. I don’t think I could ever work in those galleries, though. I smile too often, and I don’t wear any vintage accessories. And when people accidentally wander toward the office, I don’t say snotty things like ‘Excuse me, you can see the office when you fill out a job application.’ No, I like our spot on the Upper East Side. Less glamorous, perhaps, but definitely more homey. Truly, I’ve got one of the best jobs in the business, working for a billionaire who cares more about artists than about profit, and a dealer who cares as much about his employees as he does his artists.

‘This is your chance, Izzy.’ Freddie leans forward, his elbows on the desk blotter. ‘In the past six months, you’ve  already increased our sales by thirty percent. Now just sell the heck out of this show, and the Old Man will be sure to approve the budget increase for a new gallery director. You’ll be promoted to associate dealer. I’m sure of it.’

Associate dealer. God, I never thought it could happen so fast. When I sold my first hundred-thousand-dollar painting to Deidre Gayle six months ago, Freddie promised if I continued to make blue-chip sales, he’d ask the Old Man to create a curatorial position for me. And he’s right - I’ve done well. But to be an associate dealer! I’ll get to travel to all the art fairs in the U.S. and around the world. I’ll have the authority to recruit talent and mount my own exhibitions. And if I’m successful, I’ll be light-years closer to having the clout to woo investors and open my own gallery. In fact, I’ll be so disappointed if the promotion doesn’t go through, I don’t know if I should even allow myself to hope.

‘What’s he like, the new guy?’ I ask. We’ve been lucky in the two years I’ve worked here. Artists can have the most inflated egos ever, but ours have been pretty low-key. The closest we’ve come to a diva was Janson Lloyd, this photographer who worked only with Polaroids. He got all snippy when we wanted to mat and frame them - said it would interfere with the purity of the object. He sure changed his mind, though, when he saw how few of those pure objects were selling.

Freddie shrugs. ‘Like all artists, he’s Narcissus incarnate. But trust me, it’ll be worth it.’

‘Well, then’ - I hop off Freddie’s desk - ‘I think you should buy me lunch to celebrate.’

‘Oh, yes. And then I’m off to Barneys to buy myself a little treat.’ He claps his hands with the childlike glee adults reserve for upscale retail.

 



We return from our extended lunch with two Barneys signature black shopping bags. I couldn’t help but get myself a little something too - a great pair of red corduroys by Earl. To be honest, I thought the beige ones would go  better with my auburn hair, but my best friend, Dix, is always saying I should buy the opposite of what I want. According to her, my wardrobe is like a chip without salsa - definitely in need of some spice.

Freddie and I stop by the front desk to show our wares to Kimmy, who’s sitting beside a pile of art publications, clipping reviews of the Teller show. Unfortunately, we didn’t receive the one review we’d been hoping for. Only a rave from the New York Times can make a show legendary. But I guess with all the high-profile, end-of-season shows still up, the competition for review space was just too fierce.

‘Do you guys ever lunch together without shopping afterwards?’ Kimmy chides us, collecting stray cuttings.

‘The dessert with no calories, darling, it’s perfect.’ Freddie holds up his new black fedora and the matching cashmere gloves.

Kimmy laughs. ‘It’s, like, eighty million degrees outside.’

‘They were on sale!’ Freddie does his happy dance for probably the tenth time today.

I pull out my new cords, and Kimmy whistles. ‘Those’ll make a few hearts race,’ she says.

‘Oh, stop.’ I shove them back in the bag.

‘Those pants make her legs look two miles long.’ Freddie looks me up and down. ‘Bitch.’

The fax machine starts to buzz, and Kimmy trots over to it in her little black dress. ‘Incoming.’

‘Are your congratulations on the way already?’ I pat Freddie on the shoulder. ‘We haven’t even announced your newest find and you’re already getting buzz!’

Freddie waves it away. ‘Way too soon, love. No jinxing, now.’

‘Guys,’ Kimmy says, standing over the fax machine.

‘Don’t tell me,’ Freddie says. ‘Press release announcing that the Eaton Bosc Gallery has recently been awarded the Wee Kissass Award.’

But Kimmy’s not smiling. ‘It’s the Old Man,’ she says.

‘Ooh, early visit?’ I perk up. ‘Do we get Brie?’

‘He’s coming?’ Freddie raises his eyebrows. ‘Then it  has to be for the new painter.’

‘No,’ Kimmy says, still holding the inky paper. She looks up at us. ‘He’s dead.’
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Is it hot in here or is it just you?

 




As I stand on the boiling subway platform waiting for the 6 train, I feel a prickle of guilt. A great man died. That’s what’s important. But here, squeezed in among the masses of rush-hour commuters, I find myself preoccupied not with grief, but with worry. Selfish worry. Could the Bond family shut down the gallery? We’ve never been the Old Man’s most profitable endeavor, but we do turn a profit in the end. Usually. Oh, stop imagining the worst, Izzy. Surely the family wouldn’t want to close down their beloved patriarch’s pet gallery. The Old Man always said it gave him so much joy - or at least, I’m sure that’s what he  would have said had he been the talkative type.

After the fax today, the phones didn’t stop ringing for one minute. Freddie thought it best to keep our mouths shut until we heard from the family, and so Kimmy said nothing but ‘no comment’ all day. And anyway, what could we say? I’d seen Emerson Bond twice, and he didn’t speak much either time. All I know about him is what everyone knew: He loved art, he kept to himself, and even at his age, he had a great head of hair.

‘Oh, no!’ I hear a female voice call out, and my attention snaps back to the grimy platform. I see the contents of a purse rolling past me toward the train tracks, and I lunge  to catch a Chanel lipstick before it gets past.

‘Thank you!’ I hear behind me. I turn around to see a youngish Latina woman reaching madly for her belongings, now littered in between people’s shoes. ‘That jerk ran me over.’ She gestures toward a man in a burgundy T-shirt and baggy jeans whose back I can just make out as he surges down the platform, still shoving people right and left with no regard. ‘Slams into me, then doesn’t even turn around to apologize. I’ll be bruised tomorrow.’

‘Jeez, are you okay?!’ I grab a roll of Tums and hand it over to her with a look of sympathy. I can only imagine how embarrassed I’d be if my bag spilled open, revealing its hundreds of gum wrappers, receipts, and movie stubs. My friend Jamie calls my purse ‘The Black Hole of Crap,’ because somehow, what goes in there never seems to come out again.

‘I wish I could give that guy a piece of my mind,’ she says, patting my hand in thanks. ‘What people get away with!’

‘Att-n-lad-n-g-mn,’ a woman’s garbled voice announces over the ancient speakers as my new acquaintance vanishes into the crowd. Translation: Attention, ladies and gentlemen. Like most New Yorkers, I’m fluent in subwayese. ‘We are ex-ing-ext-m-d’l’s due-t-s-nal-ml-f-tions.’ We are experiencing extreme delays due to signal malfunctions.

The sweaty horde of people presses inexplicably forward. But there’s no train, I feel like crying out. And now I’m smashed up against the hairy man in the too small ‘I ♥ NY’ T-shirt! The one who doesn’t love New York enough to spare us his hairy midriff! Suppressing a gag, I give up my prime real estate by the tracks. I’ll miss the next train, but that’s okay. I’ll just find someone cuter to wait next to.

Hmm, like that guy. He’s tall, if a bit slouchy, in a burgundy T-shirt and baggy jeans . . . Hey! My pulse starts quickening. That’s him! That’s the rude jerk who knocked over that poor woman! I’m sure that’s him, straining forward to glimpse down the tunnel. Pushed any babies yet, dickwad?

I feel a sudden rush of indignation, tempered only by the tiny voice of reason trying to sneak into the conversation. It’s not your battle, Izzy. You should mind your own business. But the voice of injustice pipes up again, louder and more insistent. He should know what he’s done. He should be made to regret it. He should  apologize.

Before I can reconsider, I’m two inches away from the offending back, jabbing at it with my finger. ‘Do you always shove people to the ground?’ I hear coming out of my mouth.

‘What the -’ He turns around, recoiling from my finger. His face is only a few inches above mine: a prominent chin under a frowning mouth and blue eyes blazing with annoyance. ‘What’s your problem?’

‘It’s not my problem!’ I cry, ready for a fight. That’s right! I’m standing up for the downtrodden, for the put-upon, for every victim of subway rudeness everywhere! ‘You wouldn’t shove into someone waiting for a table at Jean Georges, would you? Of course not! They’d throw you out! That’s not the way people behave.’

His head is tilted now, his forehead all wrinkly. ‘Are you  crazy?’

I take a mental step back and realize how I must sound. ‘Back there’ - I point toward the scene of the crime - ‘you pushed into a woman, and her purse fell down. Her Chanel lipstick nearly rolled onto the tracks!’

‘Chanel?’ He places a hand to his heart. ‘The horror!’

‘That’s not the point,’ I say brusquely. ‘You might have hurt her. You didn’t even look to see if she was okay.’

He narrows his pale blue eyes at me. ‘Look, Princess,’ he says with scorn, ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

Really! I’m not usually one for confrontation, but it’s like he’s willing me to retort with those self-satisfied eyes. ‘Are you always this rude?’

The stranger draws his thumb lazily across his jaw, his voice gravelly. ‘Are you always such a spoiled brat?’

I’m so angry I can’t even talk. I’m spoiled? I try to think of some clever response, but before I can even react, I hear the sound - the first kachink of the track, the first whoosh  of compressed air. The silver train is swooshing into the station, already too packed to accommodate the massive crowd waiting for it.

I watch as a handful of people struggle to exit the front car, and the conductor’s voice shouts, ‘Let the passengers off first!’ But one person refuses to listen. He’s throwing his arms at anyone who gets near him, pulling hair, kicking. Really, did he sleep through evolution? I crane my neck toward the hubbub, trying to get a better look. Instantly my breath catches. It’s him! Shoving Guy! But . . . how’d he get over there so fast? My eye passes over the telltale baggy jeans, the burgundy T-shirt, the messy hair. Except, wasn’t his hair darker a minute ago? A sinking feeling gnaws at my stomach. Then the guy reaches back to elbow a child, and I catch sight of his face. A face I’m seeing for the first time. Oh, God. It’s not him. I mean, it is him.  That’s the jerk who knocked over Nice Purse Lady. I’ve been running my big fat mouth off at the wrong guy.

My cheeks burn with shame. I was so rude! I was even a little mean! I turn around, expecting to find my Shoving Guy - who really didn’t shove anyone at all - so I can apologize profusely. But he’s vanished. No doubt he couldn’t wait to escape that crazy, shrill woman who jabbed at his back with her finger only to yell at him about Chanel lipstick and Jean Georges restaurant. That crazy, shrill woman who should be banned from ever talking to strangers again.

The train pulls slowly out of the station, carrying more passengers than I would have thought possible. I can see them, smashed up like bugs against the windows, adding so much extra weight that the cars can barely move. I empathize with this train, chugging fitfully by. Like me, the great silver beast should’ve just kept its mouth shut.
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If I follow you home, will you keep me?

 



‘Meeeww!’

I don’t know how, but as soon as I start walking up the three flights to my apartment, Robbie always knows it’s me. Even when I vary the sound of my footsteps, he still cries out in excitement. Food Lady’s home!

‘I’m coming, buddy,’ I call out, unlocking the bolted door.

I walk into my teeny entranceway and instantly, he’s pacing against my ankles, purring like a luxury car engine. Tossing my keys on the white end table near the door, I bend down to scratch the tufty black fur behind his ears. Robbie looks up at me with his big green eyes, and I want nothing more than to pick him up and squeeze him tight - which would no doubt lead to frantic clawing and kitty hysteria. So instead I drop a kiss on his pink nose and rub my face in his bunny-soft coat. ‘Hello, baby.’

For the past three years, I’ve lived in this studio apartment on the Lower East Side. What was once the poorest, most crowded neighborhood in New York now boasts more trendy bars and shops than almost anywhere else in the city. My particular building is situated between a tattoo parlor and an avant-garde clothing boutique. The tattoo parlor’s owned by a guy named Puffer, a wiry, olive-skinned artist who has a gold tooth and always wears a tight wool cap, even in summer. He may look tough, but Puffer’s a sweetheart, and usually waves to me on my way home - even when he’s sticking needles in people. The boutique is run by this very skinny Swedish girl. I don’t think she’s so nice, but maybe she’s just hungry. One time last winter, when her heat was busted and it was frigid outside, I brought her a cup of hot cocoa on my way home. She sort of gave me this look and said flatly, ‘How sweet.’ I guess what she really needed was a steak dinner.

My building used to be a tenement, overstuffed with immigrants struggling to scrape by. But, like most of the neighborhood, it’s been renovated for the young and artsy urban hopefuls who now occupy its tiny studios. I adore my apartment. All 350 square feet of it. Every little niche and corner makes me happy: the white tiled kitchen nook and breakfast bar. The baby-pale yellow walls, lined with glass vases from Pottery Barn. My wrought-iron bed, with its extra-fluffy white comforter and throw pillows. And my white bookcase, which holds all my treasures, including my scrap-book collection and my Victorian dollhouse. It’s not that I don’t like my best friend Dix’s interior-decorated SoHo digs or Freddie’s minimalist two-bedroom in Chelsea, or even Kimmy’s illegal, almost uninhabitable loft space in Brooklyn. But somehow, amid the twee yellow and white, with my one big window and my beloved tabby feline companion, I feel all warm and pretty. My apartment is kind of my guilty secret. Like Jamie’s passion for the musical Rent (he knows all the words), or the Monet key chain in Freddie’s desk (given to him by his first boyfriend), or Dix’s beloved high school yearbook (filled with our own commentary). Sometimes what’s not so cool is what you love most.

I kick off the heels that have been torturing my feet all day and shrug off my suit jacket, which has become almost unrecognizable after my time on the sweltering Seventy-seventh Street 6 train platform. Ever-smiling Mr Chung at the local dry cleaner is going to have a field day when he  finds out that black streak on my skirt came from lunging in subway dirt. He likes a good challenge. ‘Cleaning clothes is like raising children,’ he says. ‘Must be at same time gentle and tough.’

The late spring evening sun streams through my window, making the yellow roses in the wall vases glisten. I breathe in the scent of lavender, which I keep in sachets on the nightstand, and try to relax. After all, it was an honest, understandable error. Mistaken identity. Happens all the time. Just watch any episode of Days of Our Lives. And I would’ve apologized if given half a chance! I can still hear his words rattling around in my head. Look, Princess  . . . at least I’m not a spoiled brat. Ooh, I hated hearing that. He could’ve called me impulsive, irrational, misguided, or - let’s face it - a lunatic, and I would’ve had to agree. But . . . spoiled? Stop, Iz. Don’t let some stranger get to you. Besides, I think with a stab of sadness, my mind should be focused elsewhere. I may not have known the Old Man well, but I know how much he did for contemporary art. He was a good man. And now he’s gone.

Reaching into my nightstand drawer, I select a shiny black CD, place it gingerly in my stereo, and press PLAY. Robbie Williams fills the air, warbling with emotion. ‘We’ve got stars directing our fate,’ he sings. ‘And we’re praying it’s not too late.’ My eyes close involuntarily, and I begin to sway to the music. That’s right, Robbie. You’ve got to live every day because you never know when the game’s all up. My own Robbie jumps onto the bed and meows at me, clearly jealous of his namesake. He turns over on his back, and draws his front paws up to his chest, as if to say, Hey, I’m cute too. But Robbie Williams is more than cute. With his heartfelt pop music, impish sense of humor, and perpetually lonely eyes, he’s nothing short of a dream. Okay, so I have more than one guilty secret.

Most Americans haven’t even heard of British pop sensation Robbie Williams. I hadn’t either until Dix’s music industry connections got us free tickets to his U.S. tour a few years ago. As soon as he hit the stage, I felt  drawn back into the past, as if I were staring at a memory. Dix saw it too. The short black hair, the piercing green eyes, the playful smile . . . we could swear we were looking directly at Jared Anders, my first love - and my first heartbreak. ‘Damn,’ Dix said. ‘If that’s how Jared’s grown since high school, then you really did miss out.’ For two hours, I couldn’t take my eyes off Robbie. When he danced, I danced. When he laughed, I laughed. When he jumped off the stage and threw himself lustily into my arms . . . oh, wait, that part was in my head. And, well, I got kind of hooked.

I’ve been thinking a lot about Jared the past couple days, ever since I heard my cousin Mimi’s voice on my answering machine. Mimi, with her perfect, Jared-stealing chestnut hair and rosy cheeks. She and I grew up together, only four months apart, in Park Slope, Brooklyn. We were inseparable when we were little, sharing everything - even my Strawberry Shortcake dolls and her Brooke Shields makeup head. But then Mimi’s father, Uncle Pete, became a senior vice president at some big foreign bank, and his family moved into a fancier brownstone near the mansions on Prospect Park West. After that, Mimi would only play  Little House on the Prairie, so she could be Nellie Oleson and brag for hours about how much richer her family was than mine.

The last time we spoke, months ago, Mimi called to tell me (and probably nine hundred other people) about her new job working for one of Manhattan’s most desirable interior decorators. Dix says I shouldn’t call her back this time. ‘Why give Mimi the satisfaction,’ she said, ‘of bragging about the tiles she put in some famous person’s bathroom? Everyone knows it’s only what’s in the medicine cabinet that counts anyway.’

As I lean against the downy pillows on my bed, my mind reaches back thirteen years ago, to my freshman year of high school. The mental picture’s less than cute. At fourteen, I was shy and quiet, with unfortunate bangs, oversized clothes, and a chest flatter than cardboard. By  then, Mimi and I weren’t exactly bosom buddies (although she, at least, had a bosom), but still, when I received an academic scholarship to attend the same ritzy school as Mimi, I was relieved. At least there’d be a familiar face in my new class.

I didn’t yet know that my cousin would wind up dating my first real crush. The boy I gushed about to her every day. The boy Mimi promised she’d help get to notice me.

Just thinking about it now brings back a rush of feeling - the kind I usually get only from watching Oprah. Come on, Izzy, don’t be silly. Jared Anders is ancient history. I mean, I don’t get all choked up thinking about when Danny Carlucci stole my mittens in kindergarten, do I? The knit ones, shaped like little puppies, with pink tongues on the palms? Gosh, I loved those mittens.

The phone rings on the night table, startling me into the present. I turn down the stereo, bidding adieu to Mr Williams. It’s probably my mother, calling to tell me to have more sex. Somehow, that’s her solution to everything.  You just picked a fight in the subway, darling? Clearly you haven’t been getting yours lately. Try some nooky!


‘Hello?’ I say into the receiver, sitting back down on the bed.

‘Iz-zy.’ My heart drops about a foot in my chest as Cousin Mimi’s nasal voice surges over the phone line. ‘How long has it been? Aren’t I just the worst at keeping in touch? It’s okay - you can totally tell me I am.’

The girl has an eerie sense of timing, like she knows to call at the exact point when I’m feeling most vulnerable. Dix doesn’t understand why I talk to her at all. But whether I like it or not, Mimi’s family. And besides, high school was a long time ago. Mimi barely affects me anymore. Well, almost barely. ‘Mimi, what a surprise.’

‘Silly girl. Didn’t you get my message?’ I’m not sure whether she’s chiding me or asking for real.

‘Oh, you know how busy it gets,’ I say, trying to sound casual. ‘For us all. Here in the city. Living our lives and . . . stuff.’

‘Of course I do!’ she says enthusiastically. ‘So tell me everything, and don’t leave out one tiny detail.’

‘Um . . .’ I push at a slipper with my toe. We’re not supposed to mention anything about the Old Man’s death until the newspapers break the story tomorrow. And to Mimi, secrets are like hot coals: something to get off your hands as soon as possible. ‘Work is going really well,’ I say. ‘I’m, um . . . developing new artists and working with some really cool collectors, like this one ballet dancer—’

‘Aren’t clients so fun?’ Mimi squeals, satisfied with my one tiny detail. ‘Like, the other day, David Bowie and Iman called us to decorate their New York flat, and I’ve already started arranging showings.’ Mimi drones on for another five minutes or so, during which I zone out, until she says, ‘And how’s the love life? Anyone special? You can tell me!’

There it is, the dreaded question - the one where simply answering ‘no’ makes you feel about two inches tall, especially considering who’s doing the asking. Okay, I confess. No matter how much I love my apartment, one crucial element is noticeably missing: the man I love helping me hang picture frames, or chopping vegetables, or throwing up his hands and crying, ‘You’re dragging me to Pottery Barn again?’ I know Mimi can’t wait to hear that I haven’t found him yet. She can’t wait to click her tongue and exclaim, ‘Poor Izzy!’ I even hear her breath quickening with anticipation. But you know what? I don’t want to play along this time. Robbie struts over, yawning, and plops himself down at my feet. I bend down and scratch him under the chin. ‘Well, I am seeing this one guy,’ I say vaguely.

‘Oooh, what does he do?’ she coos. Mimi translation:  How much does he make?


I say the first thing that comes to mind. ‘He’s a columnist. For the New York News.’

I hear Mimi take in a breath. ‘Coup for you, Izzy! What’s his name?’

‘James D. Hunter,’ I say, wincing. I shouldn’t use Jamie this way, trying to impress my least favorite relative.

‘Never heard of him,’ Mimi says. ‘Should I have?’

Well, actually, no. My friend Jamie is the least-known regular columnist at the News. Most of the people he  works with haven’t even heard of him. He got the job - his fifth in two years - only because Dix convinced Silas Burman, the News’s publisher, that he could learn a thing or two from her reporter friend James D. Hunter, New York’s equivalent to Don Juan. Silas Burman wanted Dix so badly, he would have gone to a swamp planet looking for Yoda if he thought it would help. So he hired Jamie. (And still didn’t get a date with Dix.) For the past couple months, Jamie’s been writing a biweekly column at the News that’s supposed to explain women to men, decoding the eternal puzzle and revealing the key to a woman’s heart. Or at least her panties. The column’s called ‘Getting It.’ Problem being, Jamie isn’t. He’s about as far from Don Juan as Kermit the Frog is from singing. ‘It’s not easy being orange.’

‘Well . . . maybe not,’ I admit. ‘But he’s really up-and-coming! You should definitely keep an eye out for him! And . . . anyway, enough about me.’

Mimi giggles. ‘I am so transparent, aren’t I? I’m sure you could hear it in my voice the absolute minute I called. Can you believe it?’

‘I guess not . . .,’ I say hesitantly. What has she done now? Could she have stolen my job? Did she buy out my building, and she’s going to raise my rent?

‘Isn’t it the greatest, most wonderfulest thing in the world?’ Mimi continues to gush.

‘Mimi,’ I say carefully. ‘I think I’ve missed a step.’

‘Of course you have. Silly me!’ She mock laughs at herself. ‘Remember Trevor? The hottie-shottie banker I was dating last time we talked?’

I sure do remember - Mimi met him when he came to pick up her roommate for a blind date. Guess who he wound up taking out instead? Last time she called, Mimi spent five minutes telling me about his Lexus, another five minutes about his parent’s home in Greenwich, and a good  ten on how high his GMAT scores were and which business schools were at the top of his list. Her voice got so squeaky at the mention of Stanford and Harvard that I had to hold the phone away from my ear.

‘Izzy, it’s marvelous,’ Mimi squeals. ‘Trev’s sooo good to me. He wakes me up every morning with a kiss, and he’s always buying me some sweet little trinket. Nothing outrageous, just a bottle of perfume or a book of poetry.’

‘Mmm-hmmm, that’s super.’ I force a smile, even though she can’t see me.

‘He can’t leave for work in the morning without telling me how much he loves me, and how beautiful I am,’ she continues.

‘How great for you,’ I say, feeling loneliness settle in, like a distant relative who needs a place to stay.

‘And’ - Mimi pauses dramatically - ‘you absolutely  have to see the size of the rock on my finger! Izzy Bizzy, I’m engaged!’

Hold on. That’s not how it’s supposed to happen.




4

Would you like to eat my pretzel?

 




During our first few months of high school, whenever I moaned that Jared Anders was out of my league, Mimi would say all I had to do was have the right attitude. I thought she was a saint, the way she let me go on about him. Even Dr. Phil would have yelled, ‘Shut up already.’ So when my cousin passed me a note in algebra class that read ‘I have news and it’s soooooo fabulous!’ I couldn’t possibly have guessed her news would be that she’d been dating my crush for over two weeks. Or that she could look so gleeful while absolutely breaking my heart.

But without the whole Mimi-Jared fiasco, I might never have become friends with Dix. I knew her then only as Dorothea Dixon, the name our homeroom teacher used during roll call. The first time we met, I was crying on the school’s bathroom floor. Dix wasn’t the first to see me there, but she was the first to ask what was wrong. She was wearing a hooded black sweatshirt and tight black jeans, her hair cut short and choppy, black eyeliner around her eyes, and black Doc Martens on her feet. She was the coolest thing I’d ever seen.

Sitting with my back slumped against the cold tile, I told Dix how my cousin was dating Jared Anders - the boy I loved so much, I’d joined the cast of The Crucible just to  be near him. Jared was the star; I was Crazy Screaming Witch Girl #3. But at least I got to talk to him. We had even become friends! Until my cousin swooped in.

‘It’s that Mimi chick, isn’t it?’ Dix had scoffed, rolling her eyes. And then she said something that I’ve always remembered. Something that comforts me even to this day. ‘You’ll find someone better than Jared Anders,’ she assured me. ‘A man who’s intelligent, dashing, and classy in a way Mimi will never be. Trust me. I’m never wrong.’

My friendship with Dix began that day - a real, lasting friendship that I still marvel at. When I (finally!) bought my first bra, Dix was the one to pick it out - a lacy, lilac number that she said made me look like a ‘hottie.’ And when her parents divorced a few months after we met, I was the one to wipe away all that smeared black eye makeup, the only one who saw her cry. But my sharpest memory of our early friendship will always be on that bathroom floor. Standing there with her punk haircut and her big black boots, Dix was impossible to doubt. I did trust her, one hundred percent. I still do.

But there are times when I begin to doubt Dix’s optimism. Like right now. Does Mimi have the right idea? If you’re all schemey and self-absorbed, then you get everything? I’m twenty-seven now, and no closer to finding my perfect love than I was with Dix in the school bathroom. Not that I place the same importance on cars, houses, and business school that Mimi does, but kisses in the morning, books, perfume, and being adored so entirely sound kind of blissful.

Suddenly, my apartment doesn’t feel so right. The place is too quiet. The dinner crowd hasn’t yet hit the street outside, and my usually noisy neighbors all seem to be out. Even the yippy little dog upstairs must be sleeping. It’s actually kind of lonely. And when I stop to think about it, lately I’ve been feeling that way more and more.


Come on, I think, pushing away images of Mimi. I’ve got one of the best jobs in my field, right? How many people can say that? Except . . . that could all change now.  There’s no more Emerson Bond to come and eat cheese with us. No more Old Man watching our backs. Oh, God, when I go into work tomorrow, will I even still have a job?

The phone rings again, and I jump. What now? Did Mimi forget to tell me that David and Iman are importing all their furniture from Morocco? Did Trevor just surprise her with a second Lexus? But when the voice comes on the answering machine, it’s not Mimi at all. It’s Dix, and she sounds concerned.

‘Iz, we’ve got a situation,’ she’s saying.

I look around desperately for the cordless, which I seem to have thrown down in frustration. There it is, under my comforter. I grab the phone and press TALK. ‘Here I am!’

‘Iz,’ Dix says, ‘meet us at HOME as soon as you can. It’s happening again.’

‘What?’ I ask. ‘What’s wrong?’

She doesn’t need to explain, though. I know what it is the minute she says the words.

‘It’s Jamie.’

 



We’re sitting on a gargantuan plush red velvet sofa unlike any I’ve seen in someone’s actual home, drinking our third round of multicolored cocktails. Dix has her heels on the upholstery and one hand propping up her head. Her high school punk days far gone, Dix is now a bombshell with the curves of a forties pinup icon. Next to her, Jamie looks as dejected as I’ve ever seen him, all hunched over, with his curly dark hair falling into his face. My heart goes out to him.

As far as guy friends go, Jamie’s the best. He’ll help paint your apartment by day and wash dishes after dinner by night. He’ll go with you to a Merchant Ivory film when no one else will. He doesn’t mind being the default date for weddings or cocktail parties. And, best of all, he can always sense when you need a hug. Jamie would make the best, most supportive boyfriend ever. If Dix or I could ever commit friendcest with someone who’s nearly a brother,  one of us would have snatched him up long ago. But whenever Jamie’s around a girl he likes, he just loses it. He goes mute. He sweats. The stress makes him break out in hives. Poor, sweet Jamie hasn’t been on a date in over six months. He had been dreaming about this one girl for weeks - a waitress at his favorite brunch spot - but she recently got deported to Poland. And just when Jamie’d finally mustered up the courage to say hi.

Needless to say, his column about women hasn’t exactly caught on like wildfire. Or even like a damp match. And now it’s about to end.

‘Are you sure the News is going to ax you? Maybe you’re just being paranoid.’ I rub Jamie’s khaki-covered knee. ‘What’d your editor say?’

Jamie groans. ‘He asked if I was gay.’

‘Ouch,’ Dix says, raising her head.

‘Your time is coming,’ I say brightly. Although to be honest, I’m not exactly sure it is. Jamie gets fired so often, the unemployment office sends him Christmas cards.

Dix points to all the beautiful, tipsy women around us. ‘Dearest,’ she says to him, ‘it’s time you started coming.’

And, well, she’s usually right.

‘How about that one?’ Dix nods at a girl in a crop top and low-slung jeans.

Jamie lowers his head into his hands. ‘This is making me feel worse,’ he says. ‘I can actually feel the waves of pity washing over me.’

‘No, no,’ I say quickly, continuing the knee rubbing. ‘We’re just trying to help.’

‘Izzy,’ Jamie says through his hands, ‘it’s a pity tsunami.’

‘What about Internet dating?’ I toss out, brainstorming. ‘You haven’t written about that yet.’

‘Actually, I have.’ Jamie slouches down even farther. By now, his chin’s almost resting on the cushions. ‘When I turned the column in to my editor, he held up a copy of  Time Out with the exact same story on the cover. I am a fountain of craphole ideas. It’s over. I’m toast.’

‘Well, if it makes you feel better . . .,’ I say in a small  voice, squirming uncomfortably on the red velvet sofa, ‘this time, I might be joining you.’

‘What?’ Dix bolts upright, her shiny black ponytail swinging behind her. ‘What are you talking about?’

I’ve kept the secret for a whopping five hours, but my friends are nothing if not discreet. So I tell them. And finally saying it out loud, how the Old Man’s gone forever, and the gallery’s in jeopardy, makes me really sad. The end-of-an-era kind of sad. The kind where you know that your life is going to change, and probably not for the better.

‘We don’t know much right now,’ I say, trying to sound positive. ‘We’re waiting to hear from the Bond family lawyers.’

‘God, I feel like an idiot.’ Jamie shakes his head ruefully. ‘Here I am moaning away, and you’re the one who actually needs comforting.’

‘No!’ I say. ‘Jamie, don’t feel bad! I mean, do feel bad.’

He gives me an odd look.

‘I mean, we can feel bad together.’

‘No way.’ Dix shakes her head. ‘Not while I’m around.’ She swings her feet off the couch and smooths down her clingy dress. ‘I’m getting us more drinks.’ And with that, she heads to the bar, which in accordance with HOME’s theme is disguised as a kitchen counter.

‘Look, Jamie, don’t worry about me. I’m sure everything will be fine.’ And as I say it, I almost believe it, like the words themselves are infusing me with optimism. ‘And you’ll be fine too! You’ve got one more shot, right? I mean, your boss told you to go ahead with the next edition of your column. So maybe this one will be a huge hit!’

Jamie shifts his weight, stretching his lanky legs in front of him. ‘How on earth am I supposed to do that? How can I write about women when I can’t even talk to them?’ He leans his head back, his glasses reflecting the dim light above. ‘Hell, I just look at a girl and I get all self-conscious, which makes her self-conscious. And you try having a conversation when both parties feel like they’re giving testimony before a Senate committee.’

I nod understandingly. The thing is, I know what Jamie’s feeling. I know what it’s like to be so nervous when talking to a guy, you can’t even hear what he’s saying, so you just laugh and hope he was telling a joke. And then, when you realize he’s expecting a response, all you can say is, ‘Yeah,’ because your words, like Elvis, have left the building. There’s nothing harder than connecting with someone. No matter how big the city is, no matter how many different kinds of people live in it, and no matter how many friends you have here, it’s still possible to go home at the end of the day and feel alone. I just think that Jamie - with his big heart and floppy hair - feels it a little more keenly than the rest of us. I smile and reach my arm around his waist. ‘For what it’s worth, I think you can do it.’
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