














Praise for


Conjuring Casanova


“Rea offers a small spin on the popular time-travel trope by bringing the past to the very near future. The narrative is full of the practical—and often humorous—problems that arise when one meets an 18th-century libertine . . . In addition, Rea sprinkles bits of well-researched history amid the romantic tension, working in specific details from Casanova’s life, such as his appreciation of intelligent women. Though falling in love with an infamous playboy may be ill-advised, Rea makes it seem like a wonderful idea. A light, enjoyable romp through time.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Casanova got a bad rep for about three centuries. He was confused with Don Juan, censored until 1960, was dismissed as a writer, and lumped together with famous misogynists. After the true text of the Story of my Life appeared in 1960, his admirers hastened to rescue the famous eighteenth-century lover and Illuminist from ignorance and neglect. Melissa Rea has brought him to life in our time. He was hard to resist in his lifetime, and as this novel makes it clear, he’s just as seductive now.”


—Andrei Codrescu, author of Casanova in Bohemia


“Rea takes the reader on an emotional roller-coaster in her debut novel, Conjuring Casanova. The story is full of rich characters and extremes; tears to laughter, twists to turns, oh no to oh yes moments, and ahh’s that warm the soul. This fascinating story is entertaining from the first page to the last.”


—Pam Webber, author of The Wiregrass
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Jaded


Dr. Elizabeth Hillman killed a child. Or failed to save her life, but it didn’t feel like there was a difference. She had committed the most grievous sin any ER attending could commit. “Time of death, 6:15,” she said.


Seven-year-old Isabelle Portman had come into Lizzy’s ER breathing and now lay on the gurney getting colder and more cyanotic with each tick of the clock on the green tile wall. Her lips already matched her china-blue eyes.


The little girl’s pulse had stopped several minutes before, but Lizzy never called the TOD until she saw the light in their eyes go out. Pulses could sometimes be restored with a defibrillator and breathing could be maintained with a respirator, but when that light went out, they were gone. In fifteen years at St. Dominic’s ER, this was the one immutable truth Lizzy had learned for certain.


The short ginger-haired nurse, Debbie Langer, stood waiting with the death kit to prep the body before the next of kin came in to say their goodbyes. Debbie had worked with Lizzy for ten years and knew Lizzy’s ritual well enough to stand by patiently until she stepped away.


“Dr. Hillman, she had a ruptured aorta,” said Debbie. “She was crushed nearly in two by the tree in the accident. There’s nothing anyone could’ve done. Thirteen other kids will be okay, mostly because of you. Dr. Shidlanka sutured a knee and an elbow or two, but that’s about it. You stabilized the three head injuries, prepped the lacerated liver for surgery, and splinted four assorted broken arms and legs. Not to mention that you triaged the whole group. Shidlanka is just this side of worthless.”


“I should have let him triage. He might have caught the dissection,” said Lizzy.


“Right, and pigs might fly out of my butt. He’s the worst resident we’ve had around here in years. That little girl looked fine when she came in here except for the scalp lac and some abrasions. She laughed one minute, then she just went south. You couldn’t have known. Nobody could have known. If you did know, almost nobody survives a ruptured aorta.”


“If I had caught it and called surgery...” Lizzy’s voice cracked slightly.


“Bullshit. She would have died waiting for them to take her up. We’re not set up for major traumas like that,” said Debbie.


“Where is the family?” Lizzy asked. It was time to give Isabelle’s parents the “despite our best efforts” speech. Like that would make them feel better. Then she would stand there and try very hard to keep herself together while the couple welded into one with agony.


“Waiting with their other kid, the clavicle fracture.” Debbie opened the kit, removed a small square of fluid-soaked gauze, and began wiping the blood off Isabelle’s face.


“The screamer?” Lizzy said.


“Yeah. They’ll be easy to find.”


Lizzy had learned a long time ago never to let anyone in the ER see her cry, and she didn’t have time to go into a bathroom stall to cry in private. She squeezed her eyes tight, blinked furiously, and fixed her “competent doctor” face in place. Following the sound of screaming, she headed through the swinging doors toward the waiting area.


The screams came from a towheaded six-year-old sitting on his mother’s lap. The boy, arm fixed to his side with a sling, clung to his mother as she whispered to him. The father stood nearby, eyes wide and hopeful at Lizzy’s approach.


“Are you Isabelle’s parents?” asked Lizzy, trying to sound strong, kind, and benevolent. Watching her fall apart wouldn’t help them one little bit. The mother looked up at Lizzy, blue eyes the same as her daughter’s, pleaded for good news. The little boy screamed even louder.


“I’m Dr. Hillman.” Both parents inhaled sharply, and Lizzy said, “I’m sorry. Isabelle’s chest was more severely crushed than we first thought, and even with our best efforts, there was nothing we could do.”


The little boy fell silent. The mother and father made the two-person beast of pain Lizzy had seen too many times. She stood there waiting until they separated and the inevitable question came. “Can we see her?” said the mother, no older than twenty-five.


“Of course,” said Lizzy, blinking back her own tears hard. Debbie, who waited quietly behind Lizzy, put her arm around the woman and led her back to her daughter’s body. The father stayed behind with the now-silent screamer. Lizzy watched as Isabelle’s mother walked slowly toward the trauma room, leaning on Debbie for strength. Which was worse, Lizzy wondered—watching a child die or telling her parents she was dead? At least this day would soon end.


Looking down, she noticed a bright pink Hello Kitty Band-Aid stuck to the white plastic of her ER clogs. She must have dropped it when all hell broke loose and Isabelle’s BP bottomed out. Normally, that little white kitty face with the bow on her head made her smile, but not today.


She checked her watch. 7:10 p.m., and her shift had ended ten minutes ago. Anyone else who died now in that ER was absolutely not her fault. Lizzy closed her eyes and saw the light leave the little girl’s eyes all over again. She needed to keep her eyes open.


St. Dominic’s was a cushy suburban hospital miles from Chicago proper. They weren’t supposed to get multiple trauma cases, certainly not kids. They didn’t even have a pediatric ER attending, for God’s sake. Some freaky July rainstorm had sent the school bus into the ditch across the road from the hospital, and flooding made it too treacherous to take the children any farther. Why did it have to be a seven-year-old with the face of an angel? thought Lizzy. People died in the ER almost every day; she should have been used to it. If she’d caught the dissection sooner, Isabelle might still be alive.


Would today be the day they finally found her out and took away her medical license? Would men from the Department of Incompetence finally come and take her away? It didn’t matter that her grades had been in the top tenth of her medical school class, or that she had the lowest percentage of morbidity and mortality in the entire hospital. Isabelle Portman was dead, and Lizzy was the doctor treating her when it happened.


Later, creatures of the night, Lizzy thought as she nodded at the small cluster of night-shift undead on her way out the door. Nurses, unit clerks, and various workers stood or leaned around the unit desk, their crisp scrubs soon to be rumpled by twelve grueling hours in the ER. You had to work the night shift to pay your dues in hospitals, but those who did it by choice were most likely Count Dracula’s sorry relatives. These weren’t cool vampires like Anne Rice’s Lestat or even Edward from Twilight: they were just folks too odd to work in the light of day with regular people.


“Have a great evening,” she said now, smiling a little less sincerely than a funeral director.


“Good evening, Dr. Hillman. Don’t party too hard tonight,” said the resident, Dr. Shidlanka. He thought everything he said was much funnier than it actually was. Another one would take his place in a few weeks. They were all so young and so earnest, though this one sucked at emergency medicine. Most still thought saving lives was fun.


He gave her a smile that said he doubted she would be partying anywhere. Stupid kid, Lizzy thought. As a resident, Lizzy could have given seminars on the art of the party. Now—well, it had been a while.


Her dirty-white Mazda hatchback was so far away. It had seemed like a good idea to park at the far corner of the hospital lot: save gas, burn calories—the pitiful idealism of early morning. What had been a nice crisp walk loomed like the Bataan Death March after this shift. With each step she cursed her cheery morning self. It would have been all right on an average day, but this was not a normal day. Today she’d killed a kid.


St. Dominic’s looked so perfect gleaming in the evening sun, surrounded by tall trees. The architects who designed the tower of green glass must have known how much it looked like the Emerald City from The Wizard of Oz. Little blond angels weren’t supposed to roll in the door sniffing back tears and leave by the back door with tags on their toes and sheets over their faces.


The sick hot air wrapped her in its damp, smothering arms a little tighter with every step. Hottest summer on record. They said that every year, didn’t they? How could it be this hot already? It was barely July. She got into the car, cranked the AC to the highest setting, and headed home.


Home: a sleek loft near the Magnificent Mile facing the lake. The structure had once been a drab warehouse full of screws, rubber bands, and toaster ovens. The classic ten story adorned brick nestled comfortably between two giant glass boxes. After hundreds of Saturday mornings watching HGTV, thousands of visits to Home Depot, new twelve-foot Art Deco windows, tuck-pointing, and some paint, Lizzy had finished the meticulous renovation she’d dreamed of for years. She could never understand why people hired decorators. Why pay someone to choose things for you? Just Get What You Like would be the name of her HGTV show.


She took her traditional three deep cleansing breaths before she opened the door to her loft. Usually, these breaths helped her leave her workday behind. Today, a hundred wouldn’t have helped.


A chorus of meows echoed off the textured concrete walls when she opened the door. The echo was the only thing she didn’t love about her home. Concrete echoed like a big dog—who knew? Still, she had all the beautiful open space she could ever want, with soaring fifteen-foot ceilings, walls that blazed with warm color, and custom-stained floors. After growing up in a little crackerbox of a house in the heart of Dogtown and all those years in small beige-on-beige apartments, she could finally have all the color she wanted.


But today, even in the hottest part of summer, her home felt cold and empty. There had to be a way to rid herself of this day. Her only hope lie in her daily ritual, which seemed pitifully inadequate.


For ten years, Lizzy had used this ritual to leave work behind. The screaming, the suffering, and even the death had to be left at the door somehow. If you brought it home, the rabid grizzly of it all would eat you alive, bit by crazy little bit.


It began with the deep breaths before she walked in her door. Next, she carefully inspected her scrubs and her body for contaminants. The little pink and white Band-Aid qualified, so she carefully peeled it off and dropped it into the red sharps box she’d appropriated for the discarded syringes and empty med vials that inevitably ended up in her scrubs pockets.


Finally, time for a martini and a bath in her beloved soak tub. Water came out of a spigot in the ceiling, and the overflow vanished over the edge of the tub into a trough where a pump circulated it. The tub, now a year old, was still just as cool as the first time she enjoyed it.


Why couldn’t men be like that? Why did the cool and the fun have to wear off of any man she ever cared about? When did she get so jaded? Lizzy laughed, ripped off her damp hospital-blue scrubs, and left them in a dank pile. An emotional ice pick in the heart would do that to a girl. “J-j-j-jaded.” That little Aerosmith riff described her completely when it came to love.


As she slipped into the delicious hot water, she said out loud, “This is the steamy center in the universe of cool.” Lizzy let the water run for a little while even though the tub was full. It would take a metric crap-ton of water to wash off the tragic funk that still clung to her. She wasn’t sure there was enough in the whole of Lake Michigan. Sure, it might be a waste, but Lizzy had no children to take endless showers or require endless daily loads of laundry. She felt entitled to a little extra water.


Elvis, her sleek blue-suede tomcat, jumped onto the edge of the tub and balanced himself carefully. “Did your brother give you a hard time today?” Lizzy asked as she rubbed his head. She knew Elvis would much rather be an only cat. “Everybody needs a brother, Elvis. Siblings remind you that life sucks, little buddy,” she told him.


Sometimes she was both sad and glad her two brothers weren’t around. Bruce had died three years ago of a sudden cardiac event. All her years in medical school couldn’t help him; you had to be present at the event to do CPR or cardiac massage, and he’d been alone in his apartment. If he had been born a little later, and if she had been born with a penis, they could have been identical twins. Bruce, the twin brother of her soul, was part of the reason she’d gone to medical school in the first place. Because he believed she could do anything, she had applied and was accepted. He’d died at forty-six, and a piece of her died that day, too.


Marty, her younger brother and the “golden child,” was adored by everyone. His raven black hair and sparkling blue eyes set him apart from his sparrow-brown-haired brother and sister. Marty also lied as often as he breathed and had disappeared into a tiny glass vial in Crack Land years ago. Lizzy could feel the stress of the day leaving her body as the heat left the water. This wasn’t the time to open up the closet of pain in her head and drag out a little something extra for self-punishment. She would not think about Mark or James or anything else that had hurt her. Today had been punishment enough.


“If you could just learn to make a martini, Elvis, you would be the perfect male, balls or no balls. God knows I’ve shown you enough times.” Lizzy took a sip from her plastic tumbler and sighed with the liquid pleasure that restored her bruised soul. Gin didn’t taste as good in plastic, but her butt cheeks were much happier sans glass shards.


“If the beaver ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy,” Lizzy said, smiling a little. It felt good to smile. The martini worked its anesthetic magic.


Her vagina was certainly not unhappy—just a little lonely. It had been three years since she’d had any appreciation from a male of the species. Masturbation always left her empty in the place she preferred to be full. Lizzy had gone through a brief intimate infatuation with zucchini, but it couldn’t last. She felt too guilty cutting any of the little green guys up for a salad after they had been so intimately acquainted. She would have to make do with her paper lover, Giacomo Casanova.


Histoire de Ma Vie was twelve volumes, 3,700 pages, of eighteenth-century masculinity. Three months ago she’d ordered the first volume from Amazon. Lizzy had loved the eighteenth century since European History in college, and working the Internet algorithm led her to Casanova’s memoir. “Nowhere are the intimate details of life during the eighteenth century so vividly recorded,” said the book jacket blurb. One volume and she was hooked.


Though he wore velvet trimmed in lace and had his hair powdered and curled, Casanova was all male. Reading his memoir was like having a man for a friend without any risk to her heart. Casanova’s intense love of women made her envy every single one of the well over a hundred conquests he related in his book. He loved women like modern men loved NASCAR, football, and corporate takeovers, and spent his considerable talents and genius in the pursuit of his passion. Casanova worshiped his lovers’ bodies, minds, and souls for as long as he loved them. Sadly, his love, as hot as it burned, never seemed to last.


Theirs was a tumultuous affair, Lizzy and Casanova. She read the pages with wonder and horror. Sometimes when she shared one of his less savory written adventures, Lizzy felt like a child on Christmas morning expecting Santa Claus and finding Freddy Krueger. Still, if she put the book down, he begged her for another chance from the page. She always forgave him and read on.


Casanova would probably have slept with almost any woman, as his hilariously recounted night with the homely actress and her hunchbacked friend illustrated. He preferred intelligent as well as beautiful women and always to be in love. Wasn’t that what they all said? But the truth was, for most men, if you were thin enough with big enough implants, intelligence wasn’t all that important. In Lizzy’s experience, love was just a WMM: Weapon of Mass Misery. She wasn’t thin and she did not need implants—at five feet nine inches, she preferred the term statuesque—and she often found her intelligence a social handicap. In all her forty-nine years, no one had ever called her beautiful.


Casanova found every woman he ever loved beautiful, whether his love lasted one night or one hour. He described their anatomy as beauties or charms, never tits or ass, and while he didn’t dwell on the details, Lizzy knew he knew his way around a clitoris. Though, by his own admission, he was rarely constant in his love, one dose of Casanova might have lasted for quite a while.


“I’ll take one thousand milligrams of Giacomo Casanova, please.” She laughed, taking another pine-flavored sip. A quick nuke of a Mean Cuisine, and she would be ready for her nightly liaison with her literary obsession.


Lizzy reluctantly left the glory of her tub to dry herself. Self-loathing changed nothing, she had finally decided on her fortieth birthday. Her breasts, large and relatively high and firm, were certainly her best feature, so she had to go with cleavage when attempting to attract. Her butt was way too big but was still high and round. Her stomach, as she realized any time she wiggled into the torture device called Spanx, was certainly too round. She loved food far too much to starve it completely flat.


Looking in the mirror, she saw that her dark green eyes could use a little Visine. The skin of her face was still smooth, her reward for decades of oily skin and acne. She had fewer wrinkles at forty-nine than the girls who’d had perfect porcelain skin in their youth. It hardly seemed worth it, but in the Cracker Jack box of genetics, just like the real ones, you didn’t get to choose your prize. If Lizzy were to choose, she would have chosen a tight little ass.


Lizzy sat at the table in her pink terrycloth robe to eat her pathetic little repast. She’d read somewhere that if you presented the food properly, it satisfied the pleasure centers more completely. She didn’t have to work tomorrow, so her second martini, now in a beautiful cobalt-stemmed glass, completed the presentation. Taking another sip, she smiled as the juniper berry molecules bonded directly with the pleasure receptors on her neurons. Her mother had given her this glass. It surprised her how much it still hurt to think of her mother’s death after a year, and how little gin helped. No one deserved lung cancer, no matter how much they smoked.


After scarfing down her meal, she got into her short lavender print pajamas. It was too hot for the long pajama pants; in this season of humiliation known as summer, too much skin had to be exposed. Lizzy noted that the big mama spider-vein on her thigh must have had babies over the winter. One of the little darlings had crawled down and made itself at home on her calf. Though tiny, it was not at all cute.


Taking her friend off the shelf next to her bed, she climbed in to read. Volume four of twelve was the most sensuous. Her eighteenth-century gentleman was in his late twenties and at his peak physically. He was heavy into nuns in this volume. She could hardly wait to revisit it with him. He shared his every feeling along with carefully veiled descriptions of his sexual conquests in his writings. So different than any man she had ever known—the feelings and honesty, not the bragging.
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Lady Blue


Lizzy’s eyes popped open as they did every morning at 5:30 a.m. What day is it? Saturday? Yes. She closed her eyes again. Today was cleaning lady day. Roxanne did an incredible job, and Lizzy had decided long ago priorities were priorities. If she only had money for one, a cleaning lady took precedence over food.


A rough tongue licked her eyelid. “Dammit, Elvis!” She giggled. “I’ve shown you a thousand times how to open the can. It’s a flip top, for God’s sake.” The deep gravelly meow of a round black cat was her answer. “Okay, boys, I’m awake now.”


She dressed and did her Saturday morning ritual. Breakfast, water the plants, feed the cats, read... Casanova.


Lizzy heard the key in the door and Roxanne’s musical Jamaican lilt. “Good day, Miss Doctor. It is time to remove de filth you so generously spent all week makin’ for me.” Her rich voice rang off the concrete walls like church bells.


Roxanne walked into the conservatory, where Lizzy sat in her favorite reproduction Louis XV tapestry chair with her feet on the green plastic table she used for an ottoman. The bright green plastic didn’t do the chair justice, but she couldn’t afford the one she really wanted yet. She had her eye on a genuine piece owned by Marie Antoinette, but, well, the price was ridiculous, so she would use lawn furniture probably forever.


As Roxanne dragged her yellow plastic bucket of cleaning supplies into the kitchen, Lizzy wondered how old she actually was. Roxanne had an athletic figure that made it impossible to guess her age, and three-inch braids all over her head that made her look like a hedgehog or a sea urchin, if either had gorgeous brown eyes and a bright generous smile. Today she wore a little lime green romper that made her skin look even more like a big cup of hot chocolate, brown and comforting.


But Lizzy thought once again, There is something just a little wrong about Roxanne. Maybe it was the weird little bag she took out of her purse and shook in every corner of the room when she’d finished her cleaning. Maybe it was the strange way she closed her eyes and mumbled nonsense words after she ran the vacuum, or the homemade cleaner concoctions she stored in old mayonnaise jars and reused catsup squirt bottles. It could have been the fact that she sprinkled a tiny pinch of fine powder at the threshold of every door before she left. Lizzy got the idea that Roxanne knew her way around chicken blood, eye of newt, and all sorts of Voodoo goodies. It didn’t matter. She always left the place spotless, and Lizzy hadn’t seen a single evil spirit since Mark moved out and Roxanne started cleaning.


“Don’t you ever read sometin’ else, Miss? Dere be lot a books in dis world better dan dat one,” said Roxanne.


“I can’t find anything I like nearly as much as this one.” Lizzy looked up at Roxanne with a sad little smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


“You need to spend time with a real man. You waste too much time with him. No matter how much you would like it to be, he is not real.” The look on Roxanne’s face was one of compassion with a tincture of pity.


Lizzy put down her book and took a deep breath. It was true. As much as she would have liked to deny it, she was wasting her life reading about a dead man rather than trying to find a real one. “Roxanne, you don’t understand. He is...” A tear ran down her cheek. She wiped it away quickly, hoping in vain Roxanne hadn’t noticed.


“He cannot hurt you or break your heart, but he cannot touch you or love you either. Love is de magic in dis life. You can’t find it readin a book.” Tears welled in Roxanne’s eyes as she looked into Lizzy’s. “Oh, Miss Doctor, I am sorry. You can read anybody you want. I’d just like to see you out of dis place some times.” Roxanne sat down on the arm of the oxblood leather couch and patted her employer on the shoulder.


Lizzy’s cell phone rang. The caller ID read, “St. Dominic General Hospital.” She picked it up.


“Elizabeth?” said an unfamiliar voice.


Nobody called her Elizabeth. This could not be good.


“This is Mary Thompson.” Holy ever-loving shit! The Chief of Medicine at St. Dominic’s is calling on Saturday. No possible way was this good.


“Yes,” said Lizzy, swallowing hard. Her cheeks felt suddenly hot as the blood rushed to her face.


“How are you this morning?” asked Dr. Thompson.


“Uh, fine, and you?” Lizzy grew more concerned with each word.


“I’m sure you can guess why I’m calling. It’s about the Portman case. There may not be an M and M for almost a month with vacations and, well, I think you should take some time off until then.”


“I understand,” said Lizzy.


“It’s not an official suspension. No one is assigning responsibility. It’s just that we feel the hospital would be better served during this time if you took some time off. It’s been two years since you took more than a few days off. Do yourself a favor. It could get unpleasant around here,” said Dr. Thompson.


Oh, God! Were the malpractice sharks circling already? She didn’t have the courage to ask. “I see. Whatever you think is best.”


“I’ll let you know when the M and M is scheduled. Until then, enjoy your time off.” Click. No goodbye, just click.


Did being the Chief of Medicine make you a cold-hearted bitch, or was Thompson Chief of Medicine because she was a cold-hearted bitch? It didn’t really matter. Lizzy was unofficially suspended until the next Morbidity and Mortality conference. Every single person who died in a hospital got their day at the M and M; they were not just bad outcomes, but were people for one more brief moment. Deaths had to be explained. The conferences were a learning experience for staff and not supposed to be punitive, but talking about Isabelle Portman would certainly be punishment. Still, if talking about her could have brought Isabelle back, Lizzy would talk all day.


Roxanne went to work, and Lizzy opened her book and rejoined her friend’s fabulous romantic adventure already in progress.


She felt cold. We sit down before the fire. She tells me she has no vest on. I unfasten a diamond brooch in the shape of a heart which kept her ruffle closed, and my hands feel before my eyes see what only her shirt defended against the air, the two springs of life which ornamented her bosom. I become ardent; but she needs only a single kiss to calm me.... I flung myself into her burning arms, on fire with love and giving her the most lively proofs of it for seven continuous hours which were interrupted only by as many quarters of an hour devoted to the most feeling talk.


Whew! Lizzy thought. Seven hours of Casanova. What more could you want? A knock at the front door brought her back to the real world. Who’s interrupting my reading? Don’t people know what’s important in this life?


The irritation vanished when Lizzy peeked through the peephole to see Marybeth, her favorite neighbor. Marybeth was a knockout actress. Casanova would have fallen hard and fast for her; she had the natural fair complexion he would have called “lilies and roses.” She augmented her red hair color for the stage, but just a little, and her large gray eyes were riveting. She had the courage to be genuine with her generous figure. She sometimes starved it down to fashionably thin if the role demanded, but she was gaining weight for Tracy Turnblad in Hairspray of late. Casanova would have wanted to eat her with a big spoon.


Funny how she evaluated everything according to Casanova. When did that happen? Could she really be so fascinated with an eighteenth-century dead man? Probably, but there were worse obsessions.


She opened the door. Marybeth held Elvis in her arms. He had a guilty look on his little silver face. “He’s playing Houdini again. I don’t know why my balcony is so much more interesting than his own,” said Marybeth with a smile.


“I’m sorry. I cannot figure out how he gets through the screen. Thank you so much,” said Lizzy.


“It’s okay. I really like the slippery little guy.” Marybeth rubbed his blue head and he made the rumbling sound of cat ecstasy. “If Roomyzilla wasn’t allergic, I would keep him and deny I ever saw him. She sort of owns the place and I’m just squatting.”


“How’s that going?” said Lizzy.


“Oh, we broke up. The lesbian life is not for me. I likes the man meat way too much. You never know until you try. Now I can draw on my experience muff diving the Great Bitchier Reef for roles. I do have to pay rent now, but she isn’t charging me much—I think because I walk around in my underwear once in a while. She really is a nice person.” Marybeth handed over the cat and adopted her sad “I need a favor” face.


Lizzy answered the question before Marybeth even asked. “What pharmacy do you want it called in? And you cannot have any hydrocodone.”


“You are the best of all possible neighbors. It burns when I pee and I’ve just ended a little thing with a dancer from the show. Can you believe it? Usually I don’t get an STD until the show actually opens. We’re still in rehearsals.” Marybeth laughed.


“Can you say condom, Marybeth? Actors are sleazy—except for you, my friend. It could just be a little UTI. You need a clear diagnosis before I’ll give a random antibiotic and risk bringing more resistant bugs into this world. Besides, you need to be more careful. Not everything can be cured by penicillin.”


The redhead burst out laughing. “Seriously, it’s strep throat again. The Doc in the Box urgent care told me for sure, but I lost the script they gave me. I just wanted to see that holier-than-thou doctor look on your face. I love it so. I haven’t slept with a cast member in... well, weeks, and I never ride bareback.” She hugged Lizzy, nearly squishing the gray cat. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, Lizzy. It comes in so handy to have a doctor for a neighbor. You okay, Liz? You don’t have your usual snarky smartass smile.”


I’m all right for a child killer, Lizzy wanted to say. But that’s how she felt. “I’ll call that right in. I assume it’s still the Walgreens on Kingshighway? I’ll say hi to your favorite hot pharmacist, Ken. Have a good weekend, my friend.”


Lizzy closed the door and set Elvis on the floor. “Listen, furry little bucket of crap, you have to stop this. I don’t care if she is younger and prettier. You are my cat and you have to live with me.”


She wanted to go back to the conservatory to read just a little more. Maybe just an hour. Her friend the libertine always made her forget. Casanova didn’t care if she had just been suspended until who knows when. He would continue on with delicious stories of his seductions and take her away with him from the real and very ugly world where seven-year-olds were crushed to death on their way home from school.


The conservatory was a corner of her living room with windows for walls. Lizzy had paid a fortune to install a domed glass ceiling and filled it with tropical plants. Two tall parlor palms flanked her chair, and two white baker’s racks held several kinds of tropical vines that climbed up the glass and spilled their green onto the floor. It was the best place in the known universe to read.


Now, which nun was Casanova just doing and which one was he in love with? She climbed back into her chair and slipped back into the eighteenth century with her friend.


The mood taking us again, since I knew my nature and cheated them when I saw fit, I filled their cup of happiness for several hours changing from one to the other five or six times before I exhausted my powers and reached the paroxysm of consummation... We lavished our kisses on whatever aroused our admiration, and once when Hedwig had her lips fastened to the pistol the charge exploded and poured over her face and her bosom.


Yum, thought Lizzy. Eighteenth-century porn... so delicate, delicious, yet filthy.


When she put the book down, she could see the sun setting out her window and a black paw swiped at her leg. It was kitty cat dinnertime. “Damn, boys,” she addressed the four green eyes that looked up at her from the floor. “I’ve wasted a whole day reading. That’s happened a lot lately.”


The whole weekend went by like that. Reading Casanova’s memoir, she felt in the company of a good friend—a friend who, despite his tragic flaws, fascinated her. Sometimes she didn’t stop to eat. She’d lost three pounds in the last week, her every free moment spent devouring pages instead of calories. She was handling the Portman thing so well. This Casanova obsession was better than Jenny Craig, and a hell of a lot cheaper.
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A Little Help from My Friends


That week, Lizzy had no place to go. For the first time in a very long time, her presence was required absolutely nowhere. She felt free and terrified. Maybe she would just read a little more.


On Saturday, Roxanne let herself in. “Hello, Miss Doctor. Oh my God! Have you been in dat chair all week? No, dis place is too filthy. You must have left de chair at least to make a terrible mess for me. I tank you for it.”


Lizzy looked up from her book. Volume six of twelve, but as the covers were all similar, it looked like the same one. “If I wasn’t such a pig, your kids would go hungry.”


“There are other pigs to clean for, but to tell de God’s truth, you are my favorite. You smell like one of dem other pigs today. Still on dat same book? No matter how you smell you have to leave dis place sometime. I’m gonna call your bitches on you. They will get you to leave.” This time the look on Roxanne’s face held scorn as well as pity.


Lizzy sat quietly for a couple of minutes. Had she really not left her loft for a week? Roxanne picked up her bucket and headed for the bathroom, shaking her head.


Not an hour after Roxanne left the loft smelling of pine cleaner and chlorine bleach with just a hint of voodoo, another knock on the door interrupted Lizzy’s reading.


“Oh, no, she did not!” shouted Lizzy through the door when she saw Jean and Suzanne through the peephole.


“Yes, she did. Roxanne was worried about you, and we’re glad she called us. Either let us in or we’ll start banging on that door until you do.” said Jean. “Roxanne did the right thing for your own good, Doctor Stubborn. You saved our asses enough times in college, we owe you big time. Now open this goddamn door!”


Interruption was the last thing Lizzy wanted, but they were here, so she might as well let them in for a few minutes. Opening the door revealed Lizzy’s favorite two ladies wearing fake smiles bordering on the ludicrous. Jean, the taller of the two at five-eleven, held a large basket topped with a huge fluorescent pink bow. Though Jean’s smile was obviously false, her large blue eyes were filled with genuine concern. Standing next to her, five-foot-two Suzanne smiled as broadly, and her dark eyes looked serious too. They walked in without really being invited and plopped down on Lizzy’s leather couch. Jean held the basket out for Lizzy to take. Jean, Suzanne, and Lizzy made up the triumvirate of Henderson Hall Vixens. It was a name Lizzy had given the three of them in college; they’d met in the tragically plain cinder-block confines of Henderson Hall dormitory, in their freshman year.


“What is this for?” asked Lizzy, none too graciously.


“It’s a care package,” said Suzanne. “Your crazy-ass-island-chick-cleaning-bitch told us you were in deep shit, right? She said you hadn’t left that chair over there in a week, and since there were only three Mean Cuisine boxes in the trash, you weren’t eating. I couldn’t let you get thinner than me, now, could I?”


“Not likely. I couldn’t wear that skirt on one of my legs,” said Lizzy, unable to stifle a smile. She didn’t want to admit, it but Lizzy was very glad to see her friends. “Doritos, brownies, tequila, and margarita mix. A party in a basket. I’ll get the blender and some glasses. Why aren’t you guys at work?”


“Boy, you are whacked, girl,” said Jean. “It’s after six. Dr. O’Hogan’s House of Spit shuts down at five p.m. No self-respecting dentist works later than that. Exercise Nazi here left her gym in capable hands to see what up with our pitiful bestie. What is up with you? Why aren’t you at work? I know damn well people be wrecking theyselves at that ER of yours until after seven.”


“Well, thanks for the colorful hip-hop banter, but I’m fine,” said Lizzy, heading to the kitchen to fetch the promised glasses and blender.


“Oh, Jean, it’s worse than we thought,” said Suzanne, pushing her seal-sleek brunette hair out of her eyes. “She is still in her pajamas, and she couldn’t have taken a shower in days, right?”


“Maybe not, but that pitiful creature actually did CPR on your sorry narrow little ass for forty-nine minutes, lest you forget. If not for her, you would have been a tragic casualty of freshman alcohol poisoning,” said Jean.


“I know. Besides that, I love her like the sister I wish I had. She wasn’t this bad when she broke up with Mark, for God’s sake,” said Suzanne, checking her reflection in the floor-to-ceiling antique mirror across from the couch.


“That was sort of your fault. You introduced them.” Jean ran her fingers through her short blonde and silver hair while looking in the same mirror. On her, the gray time sprinkled in looked like exotic frosting rather than age.


“She was lonely, he was fun. How could I know she would fall in love with him?” said Suzanne.


Jean and Suzanne walked to the wet bar in the corner of the living room as Lizzy returned. “My blender is dead. You two will just have to do rocks for your margaritas,” said Lizzy, pouring the drinks from a large silver mixing shaker into two glasses.


“On the wagon, Liz, right?” said Suzanne.


Lizzy set down the shaker. “No. I just... just...” Tears were streaming down her face.


Jean ran to her friend and wrapped her arms around her. “Oh, honey. It’s okay. It can’t be all that bad.”


“Oh, yeah, it can. I killed a kid, a seven-year-old. She came in breathing and left by the back door. She had a crushed chest, and I missed the injury to her aorta. Her BP was fine and then... it blew and... and...”


“That wasn’t your fault, sweetie,” said Jean.


Suzanne took a big sip of her drink. “Hell no. You are the best doc in that or any ER. You just care too much.”


Jean gave Lizzy her glass. “You have a big ole sip of this life-giving tequila and tell Auntie Jean all about it.”


Lizzy wiped her eyes, took a sip, and sitting on the shiny Lucite bar stool, retold the whole gruesome tale. “And Thompson, ice queen bitch Chief of Medicine, told me I should not come back until the M and M,” she finished, and dissolved into sobs again.


The looks of concern on her friends’ faces revealed they had never seen Lizzy like this. Nodding in silent agreement, Jean and Suzanne just let Lizzy sob.


“I’m sorry,” Lizzy said. “You know I don’t do this, but...”


“I’m surprised you don’t do it more. You face this life-and-death crap every day, mostly unfazed,” said Suzanne.


Jean grabbed a wine glass out of the rack that held a dozen of the dollar store variety. She filled it with tequila, ice, and a splash of mix, and handed it to Lizzy. Lizzy picked up the Doritos bag and, ripping it open, walked to the couch and plopped down hard in the middle of it. Her two friends sat on either side. Suzanne passed the brownies.


Lizzy wiped her eyes on the sleeves of her pajama top. When she saw her reflection, she began to laugh. Her friends laughed too, unsure exactly why they were laughing, but enjoying her improved humor.


“No wonder Roxanne called you guys,” said Lizzy. “Look at my hair. White people should not wear dreads. Do I smell as bad as I look?” She stuffed Doritos into her mouth and handed the bag to Jean.


“Yes,” answered Lizzy’s friends in unison.


“It kind of looks like zombie hair from the Michael Jackson ‘Thriller’ video,” said Jean.


“I think zombies would smell better. I picture them sort of smelling like dry leaves or something, right?” said Suzanne. Lizzy and Jean looked at her and laughed so hard margaritas went flying in several directions.


“Oh my God! You are saying I smell worse than a rotting corpse. That’s what zombies are, Suzanne,” said Lizzy, still laughing too hard to risk another sip of her drink. Tequila up the nose burned like a son of a bitch, she had just learned.


“Well,” said Suzanne, shrugging.


Lizzy set down her drink. Leaning her face on her hands, she looked long and hard into the huge mirror. “Most of the zombies in that video actually had better hair, and I’m too sure they all smelled better. I know Michael Jackson always smelled good.”


“Why don’t you go somewhere on your little break from work?” said Jean, mouth full of Doritos. “Get some sun, get laid, whatever.”


“That is a pretty good idea. Even from someone who eats junk food, right?” said Suzanne.


Jean and Lizzy both threw the remaining Doritos in their hands at Suzanne. They lodged in her shiny dark hair and somehow managed to look like flower petals.


“Only you, Suz, could make garbage in your hair look good,” said Lizzy.


“I guess they can’t make me fat just hanging out there,” said Suzanne.


“Oh, I don’t know. Some calories could actually be absorbed through your scalp,” said Jean. The look of horror on Suzanne’s face made Lizzy and Jean laugh until they had no breath to continue.


One more drink, two brownies, and three hugs later, Lizzy’s friends left her alone. She sat smiling at her reflection and knew they were right. She needed a vacation. Her savings account was pretty fat, so maybe she could go somewhere cool like... Venice, the birthplace of Giacomo Casanova. Of course, he wouldn’t actually be there, but it had to be an amazing place.
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Wherever I May Roam


Lizzy sat down at her shiny black desk from Ikea in a little alcove that was once a dormer in the old warehouse space. It was tiny, but Lizzy had painted it blueprint blue, just like in the Steely Dan song “Peg.” The desk faced the window and looked out over the amazing skyline of her home city. After two hours of research on her laptop, Lizzy had found the perfect hotel in Venice. It was called Ca’Bragadin, and Casanova had actually lived in the building, now a hotel for nine years, in his prime. The rates were reasonable for Venice, and there were rooms available. She put a hold on a room for an entire week and then searched for an airline ticket. Jesus in a basket, tickets on this short notice are unbelievably expensive. Hell, what’s money for? She booked a one-way ticket. Who knows, maybe I’ll meet a charming Italian and never come back. Yeah, and pigs could fly out of my butt.
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