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			1. Wilfredo: The Crocodile in the Closet

			October 2008

			Steeling himself, Wilfredo grabbed hold of the closet’s brass doorknob and flung open the door. A cardboard box filled with shiny participation trophies leaped out and did its best to brain him, but he stepped back in time and the trophies clattered harmlessly to the floor. An odor reminiscent of ripe Camembert cheese proved harder to dodge, and he held his breath as he hurried to crack open a window.

			Wilfredo armed himself for battle, shoving his hands into thick rubber gloves and priming the heavy-duty cleaning spray. He had made a special trip up from the city just to clean out his old closet, borrowing a friend’s car and speeding along winding highways and narrow country roads, until he arrived back at his childhood home in Beacon, New York. Wilfredo wished he could’ve just kicked the can down the road like he always did, but his mom had recently turned his old bedroom into an art studio for herself, and she needed his closet to store her materials.

			Rolling up his sleeves, he took a closer look at the jumbled remnants of his past—old clothes, board games, Nerf guns, and VHS tapes from the eighties. Most of the stuff was garbage and he worked his way through it in unsentimental fashion. When he stumbled across any childhood treasures worth saving, he tossed them into the empty suitcase he had brought with him.

			Soon, all that was left was the upper shelf. Standing on a step stool, Wilfredo finally caught a glimpse of the ventriloquist dummy tucked away behind a bin of old cassettes. Ahh, Captain Pete, is it really you? Carved out of wood, the puppet had a green crocodile face with gleaming white teeth and a navy blue captain’s hat stapled to the top of its head. It had been a birthday present from Uncle Henry, and Wilfredo spent a big chunk of his middle school years perfecting a zany crocodilian voice, writing cringe-worthy jokes, and talking through a frozen smile. As a kid Wilfredo delighted in tugging on the hidden strings that manipulated Captain Pete’s clackety jaw and his bulging eyes. But the Captain soon developed a bad habit of saying out loud the things Wilfredo was afraid to say, and of thinking things Wilfredo was afraid to think. He began hearing Captain Pete’s sarcastic voice in his head during class, and at dinner, and while watching television, even if the dummy was nowhere near. Worried he was going crazy, young Wilfredo quit ventriloquism and stashed the dummy permanently on the topmost shelf of his bedroom closet. After that he built up a wall of junk between himself and Captain Pete, plugging holes and filling gaps, until one day, when he was twelve, the closet was full to bursting. Wilfredo had simply closed the door and slid his dresser in front of it, deciding that some dark corners of the universe were best sealed off forever. 

			Almost twenty years had passed since that moment, and Wilfredo was not a scrawny middle schooler anymore. He was a grown man, and a large one at that. Six feet tall, he had shoulder-length sandy brown hair and two days’ worth of stubble on his cheeks. He was wearing an unbuttoned flannel shirt over a plain tee, cargo pants, and work boots—practical, manly clothing. 

			Hesitantly, Wilfredo grabbed hold of the wooden croc and stepped down to examine him in the light of a nearby standing lamp. The dummy had been well preserved in the total darkness of the closet, and Wilfredo felt foolish to have ever been afraid of this lifeless doll. Fond memories of his early days as a budding ventriloquist came flooding back to him. 

			Pulling off his rubber gloves, he slipped a hand into the dummy while his other hand grabbed hold of the stick that manipulated the crocodile’s arm. He faced himself in the mirror that was hanging on the back of the closet door, and Captain Pete’s eyes swiveled to look up at him.

			“Hey there, big guy. Did you happen to see a pimple-faced kid, about yay high?” The doll’s arm hovered about five feet off the ground. “With a rat’s nest of hair and a gap-tooth smile? That brat pulled a Houdini on me a while back.”

			“Captain! It’s me, Wilfredo. Don’t you recognize me?”

			“Freddy? ’Zat really you? You look like you need a shave! And why are you dressed like a lumberjack?”

			“It’s nice to see you too, Captain.”

			“Well, well. Freddy. Where have you been hiding?” The Captain grinned at him maniacally in the mirror, his fixed expression changed only by the furtiveness of his eyes. “How old are you now, anyway?”

			“I’m thirty-two.”

			“Wait. Are you telling me I’ve been shut away in there for nearly twenty years?”

			“The good news is you don’t look a day older.” 

			“It’s impossible to keep track of time in that closet. I thought maybe a few months had gone by, and then it started feeling like maybe a whole year, but . . . twenty years! I’ll never get that time back.”

			“I’m sorry, Captain. I guess ventriloquism just wasn’t my bag.”

			“Are you kidding? You were a natural! We could’ve been great. But instead you left me sitting in the dark, fighting off moths determined to turn my hat into their lunch.”

			“I’m sorry, Captain. But I finally got you out. Better late than never, right?”

			The Captain glared at him. “So where are you living these days?”

			“I’m renting a small place in the city with a friend.”

			“Sounds perfect. A change of scenery is just what the doctor ordered.”

			“I’d love to bring you back with me, Captain. I really would. But I just don’t have the room. My closets in town are jam-packed.”

			“Who said anything about closets? Enough with closets already! If I never see the inside of another closet again it will be too soon.” 

			Wilfredo pulled at the dummy’s strings so that he did an eye roll. He waved around the croc’s hand in dramatic fashion. “Well what do you want me to do? Put you on a bookshelf for all the world to see?”

			“Freddy, Freddy, Freddy. You were always ashamed of me. Please don’t make me beg. I’m a grown croc. Let me hold on to a shred of my dignity. We used to be pals, right? You can’t leave me here.”

			“I wasn’t gonna leave you here.”

			“I knew it!”

			“I was gonna shove you in that plastic bag and leave you by the curb.”

			“Hilarious, Freddy.” The dummy did a pretend clapping motion. “You should write that joke down before you forget it. But I know you would never do that to a friend, would you, Freddy?” A wavering note of insecurity had crept into the Captain’s voice, and those googly eyes were staring up at him imploringly.

			Wilfredo sighed. Captain Pete was exactly the sort of thing he didn’t need back in his apartment. Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to throw the carved wooden figure in the trash. “Okay. You win this round, Captain.” Somehow, the croc managed to look relieved. Wilfredo propped the dummy up on his nearly full suitcase and turned his attention back to the closet. 

			The smell of warm biscuits drifted up the stairs from the kitchen, where his mother was cooking dinner to the sound of Ray Charles’s “Georgia on My Mind.” Outside, gusts of wind from the brewing storm whistled through the oak trees surrounding the house, battering the windowpanes with sporadic onslaughts of rain. 

			It wasn’t long before he was knotting up the last trash bag. He could hardly believe it—the closet was bare. The only things he hadn’t found were his old yearbooks. Glancing around the room his eyes snagged on his sister’s college trunk, shoved in a corner. Wilfredo dragged the faux leather chest into the light and threw back the lid. Colorful leotards and frizzy tutus filled the old trunk. He was about to slam it shut when he glimpsed bright orange fabric poking out from under a pile of silk and tulle. A spark of recognition flitted through his brain. Reaching in he fished out the fox costume he’d worn in high school for a musical adaptation of Pinocchio. The costume was a little faded, but it had kept its thick wooly texture. He flashed to an image of himself fifteen years earlier standing onstage in his high school auditorium in this fuzzy orange-and-white onesie. 

			Hey, Freddy, why don’t you try it on? The Captain’s sarcastic voice resonated inside his head, jerking Wilfredo from his thoughts. You know you want to. 

			Wilfredo looked from the fox costume in his hands over to Captain Pete, still perched on the suitcase. That stupid croc was not wrong. Stripping down to his gray boxer briefs, Wilfredo stepped into the woolly paws and shoved his hands into the sleeves. He zipped up the body of the costume and pulled the elasticized hood over his head. He stood there with his hands on his hips and examined his reflection in the mirror. His bristly cheeks were framed by the furry hood that obscured the top half of his face. Two oval cutouts circled his eyes and stiff triangular ears poked out of the top of his head. He turned sideways and cast a critical glance at the fluffy orange tail protruding from his backside. He looked even goofier now than he had back in high school. Wilfredo patted the bulge around his midsection and told himself that he really needed to cut down on his weekly beer count. So much for being magically transported back in time. 

			Hey, Freddy, you’ve lost your girlish figure! 

			

			Turning to face the doll, Wilfredo scowled. “I’m starting to remember why I left you in the closet for the past twenty years.”

			You gotta admit it wouldn’t hurt you to hit the gym once in a while. Maybe ease up on the cheesecake?

			“No one asked you, Captain.”

			Suddenly Wilfredo heard his mom’s voice coming from the hallway. “Wilfredo! Who are you talking to?” The door creaked open and he turned to see his mother framed in the doorway staring at him, mouth agape. She was a compact woman with an old-fashioned beehive of dyed blond hair, dressed in the purple tracksuit that she always wore around the house. “For heaven’s sake! Wilfredo! Why are you wearing that old costume?”

			“I was just curious to see if it still fit,” he said sheepishly.

			“Well I suppose it does, in a way. You fill it out better than you did back then.”

			“Thanks, Mom.”

			“I meant it as a compliment. Nobody likes a skinny Santa! Seeing you in that suit really takes me back. You were great up onstage.” 

			“I never had any talent, Mom.”

			“You just never found the right roles!”

			“Because there wasn’t a role out there that I couldn’t run into the ground.”

			“Well, it all worked out in the end. I’m so proud of you, Wilfredo. Being a Broadway set designer is a huge accomplishment!”

			“For the last time, Mom, I’m not a set designer. I’m part of the team that builds them.”

			

			“Just because some fancy-pants swoops in and takes the credit doesn’t mean you aren’t the real creative force.” She took a few halting steps toward the closet and peered into the vacant interior. “I can hardly believe it! After all these years!”

			“About that—I’m really sorry, Mom. It shouldn’t have taken me this long.”

			“Forget it, sweetie,” she said with a smile. Then she turned and spied Captain Pete. “And would you look at that—you found your old ventriloquist dummy! I bet you forgot all about him.” Wilfredo shrugged. “Now take off that silly costume and come downstairs. The mac and cheese is cooling on the counter. Extra breadcrumbs, just how you like it. Are you sure you don’t want to spend the night? I don’t like the idea of you driving back in this weather.”

			“No, Mom. I’ve gotta be at the workshop by eight a.m. to help paint the scenery for the new play we’re setting up for.” 

			His mother went back down to her kitchen while Wilfredo changed back into his street clothes. There was just enough room left in his suitcase for him to cram in the fox costume. The Village Halloween parade was coming up and he liked to march in it every year with his theater buddies. This fox outfit was sure to be a hit at this year’s celebration.

			You taking that stuff down to the car? I’ll give you a hand! croaked Captain Pete.

			“You just don’t want to get left behind. I’m onto you. Let’s hope there’s room for you in the trunk of the car.” Wilfredo was already regretting his decision to bring the dummy back with him.

			The trunk? Did I mention I’m claustrophobic? I call shotgun! 

		

	
		
			2. Cassandra: Unforeseen Entanglements

			Cassandra had kept Gregory waiting outside the movie theater for half an hour last Saturday—in the rain. It wasn’t entirely her fault. As an aspiring actress she was at the mercy of casting directors and their scheduling whims. But since then her fiancé had become fixated on her lack of punctuality. “I bet you anything you’ll be late to our wedding!” he’d said reproachfully as they walked home after the film. Cassandra rolled her eyes and said nothing. She was pretty sure that brides were supposed to arrive late to their own weddings. It was a thing.

			Her day job, the one that paid the bills, was as a sales clerk at the Upper West Side Baylor & Bowman department store. She was currently standing behind the counter in Bags and Accessories, keeping one eye on the manager hovering nearby and the other on the clock. She was meeting Gregory at 6:45 outside of his favorite restaurant—La Fontaine—down in the Village. And no auditions meant no excuses. It irked her that Gregory seemed to view their dinner plans tonight as some sort of a test. Nevertheless, as quitting time approached, she got ready to bolt. With no customers around she touched up her makeup in the tabletop mirror, smoothed the collar of her floral-patterned blouse, and pulled her long brown hair over to one side of her face.

			At 6 on the nose she slipped into the employee area of the store, stamped her timesheet, and grabbed her backpack and jacket from her locker. Then she darted down the stairs and ducked out of the service door. She hung a right on Sixty-Sixth Street, heading for the subway entrance. With a little luck she would beat Gregory to the spot. 

			But moments later she skidded to a halt on the sidewalk. Out of the corner of her eye she’d spotted a tiny bird with greenish gray feathers, hopping pitifully in the gutter. She leaned in closer. The poor thing was clearly hurt. Nearby pedestrians were oblivious to the injured creature, with the exception of a bald man with binoculars hanging from his neck, who approached and peered down at the bird. “That’s a hermit warbler!” he said. “He’s got those distinctive yellow cheeks and dark beak. Not many of those around here.”

			“He looks like he needs help.”

			“Poor fella seems dazed. He might’ve flown into a 
window.”

			“What should we do?”

			The man walked over to an overflowing trash can on the corner and plucked a crumpled paper bag from it, smoothing it out with his hands. “Try putting him in here.”

			Cassandra took the bag from him, then she reached down and gently scooped up the pretty little bird, depositing him gingerly in the empty bag. The bird put up no resistance and immediately tucked his beak under his wing. She tried handing the bag back to the man, but he held up his hands. “He’s all yours, lady.”

			“What am I supposed to do with him?”

			“There’s a bird sanctuary up on Columbus and Eighty-Seventh. Try bringing him there. They’ll take good care of him.”

			

			“But I’m in a rush!”

			“You and me both. I gotta pick up my kid from her 
after-school program and drop her off at my ex-wife’s!” 

			“Eighty-Seventh and Columbus? Are you sure?”

			“Thereabouts.” He gave her an apologetic smile before walking away. 

			She poked tiny holes in the brown paper bag with her fingernail, then she headed north, cradling it in her hands. It turned out to be a twenty-minute walk, and by the time she handed off the bag to a kindly old woman at the sanctuary, she was running horribly late. She dashed over to the closest subway, swiped her card, ran down the steps to the platform, and hopped on a downtown B train that had just pulled into the station. 

			The train she ended up on seemed content to mosey from station to station at a snail’s pace. The subway operator 
appeared entirely unconcerned with getting New Yorkers from point A to point B in a timely fashion. Cassandra swung her backpack off her shoulders and parked herself on a grubby orange bench with a sigh. She glanced down at her lock screen and her green eyes went wide—how was it 6:35 already?

			Gregory had already arrived at the restaurant, naturally, and he’d been texting her nonstop. She had sketched out her injured bird story in a series of texts, complete with a photo for proof. But Gregory seemed completely immune to the tiny bird’s ordeal. He had pointed out that “It was always something with her.” And followed that up closely with an 
“If it’s not one thing it’s another.” 

			Cassandra tapped out another quick “Be there soon” text but it failed to send from inside the tunnel. She stared at her reflection in the subway car window and her exasperated thirty-three-year-old self stared right back at her. She still read parts written for twentysomething characters and no one ever suspected a thing. But for how much longer?

			The train rocked wildly on a twisting stretch of track and Cassandra latched onto a pole to stop herself from sliding in her seat. The engagement ring on her hand glimmered as it caught the light. Gregory had popped the question at a crowded family barbecue a month ago, catching her completely off guard on the second anniversary of their first date. He’d put her on the spot in front of her future mother-in-law, so of course Cassandra had said yes, ignoring the niggling doubts in the back of her mind.

			Doubts that had only grown stronger of late. Something had shifted subtly in their dynamic once they became engaged. It was as if Gregory expected her to be grateful that he’d proposed. He had this pet theory that eligible men in New York were commitment phobes. Players who bounced from girlfriend to girlfriend in a never-ending succession. For all Cassandra knew that might be true, but she didn’t see what it had to do with them. And she was getting tired of her fiancé acting like he deserved a medal for yanking her off the shelf before she hit her sell-by date. 

			As her train approached Thirty-Fourth Street a garbled announcement declared that the train would be making all local stops. Which meant she still had four stops to go before she arrived at West Fourth Street. Her latest “Sorry I’m late. Be there in five” text finally zipped through the ether as she caught a fleeting cell signal. Gregory replied quickly with a snide “As always” and an angry face emoji. Cassandra swiped it away. She was annoyed with him now too. He was probably staring at the second hand of his Swiss watch, the one that was synced to the atomic clock somewhere.

			At Twenty-Third Street the train stood in the station with the doors wide open for five minutes. Cassandra glanced at her phone again and grimaced. She slid the device into her back pocket mindlessly. She’d get there when she got there. 

			The doors finally closed and the train began to move. Another stop came and went, and the train picked up speed. West Fourth, her stop, was next. They were so close. The number of passengers had thinned out and Cassandra was now sitting by herself at the very front of the train. She hopped to her feet and put her arms through the loops of her backpack, securing the sternum strap so it was nice and snug. Then she parked herself in front of the doors just as the white-tiled station streaked into view through the windows. The train came to a stop with a final jerk, the doors swished open, and she stepped through them out onto the platform.

			Oh crap, where’s my phone?

			Cassandra stopped short just beyond the doors as she patted down her jacket pockets. Nothing. Her heart began to race. She swiveled around and glanced back at her now-empty seat. Nothing. Her phone was not the latest and greatest, and yes the screen was cracked, but still—her whole world was in that phone. She rechecked her pockets again with the same results, and then she reached around to feel in her back pocket. Oh thank god. How she had managed to shove her phone into her back pocket from a seated position would go down as a mystery for the ages. But the important thing was she hadn’t lost it.

			

			Cassandra took a step forward just as the doors slid shut behind her, only to discover she was somehow stuck. Oh no—what’s happening? This is bad. Peering over her shoulder she saw that a dangling clasp of her backpack had managed to wedge itself in the jaws of the door. Her first thought was to quickly ditch the backpack. But—my wallet, my credit card, my keys! 

			Panic-stricken, she lunged forward, attempting to break free by brute force. But she was yanked to an abrupt stop. The door had clamped onto the buckle of the wayward strap and wasn’t letting go.  

			A man’s voice on the platform nearby yelled at her to take off the backpack. 

			“No . . . I can’t!” she gasped.

			And she couldn’t. It was too late already. Horrifyingly, the train had begun to move. To her left loomed the cavernous entrance to the tunnel. Her mind boggled at her own stupidity as a dismaying thought popped into her head—this is how I’m going to die. In her mind’s eye she could see Gregory standing at a lectern, pompously doling out her eulogy to a teary-eyed crowd. This is not happening. Cassandra strained forward once more, with no better luck than before. She began to crab-walk sideways in a frantic effort to stay on her feet.

		

	
		
			3. Wilfredo: An Unlikely Hero

			Wilfredo had been holed up in the theater’s workshop all day making new legs for a cabinet television from the 1950s that played a big role in the play’s staging. In the world of theater, every prop had to be rock-solid so it would withstand the daily rigors of the stage. All he had left was to screw the fourth leg into place and cement it with some industrial-strength adhesive. The hazy sky glimpsed through the workshop’s windows was growing dimmer as quitting time approached. He couldn’t wait to get home and park himself on the couch with a cold beer.

			This old television set reminded Wilfredo of all the Saturday afternoons he’d spent as a kid watching classic westerns with his granddad. Pops was a big fan of the old shoot-’em-ups and every week the two of them would spend a few hours glued to the TV screen. The rough-and-tumble life in the Old West had cast a strong spell on Wilfredo’s young imagination. He had idolized the figure of the lone lawman, marching into a saloon and confronting a band of outlaws with nothing but a six-shooter and a badge. Deep down, he saw himself as the same kind of man as those tight-lipped technicolor heroes—honest, fearless, and willing to put his life on the line when it mattered.

			Sadly, his own life was notably lacking in heroic moments as his daily routine presented him with few opportunities 
for proving his worth. The biggest risk he’d taken today was ordering the black-bean-and-chipotle taquitos from the 
Mexican deli for lunch.

			Face it, Freddy—you’re not the hero type! You’re more what you might call an average Joe! Captain Pete’s mocking voice echoed in his head.

			Wilfredo’s face clouded over. Bringing that stupid doll back to the city had been a big mistake. “I’m warning you, Captain,” he mumbled under his breath. “Any more nonsense from you and I’ll chuck you off a bridge.”

			Leaving the old cabinet upside down so the glue could set overnight, Wilfredo folded up the drop cloth and went to clean his hands in the utility sink. Almost everyone else had left for the day, but one of the few people still kicking about was Toby, his friend and roommate. Toby was a lanky guy with dark curly hair, well-defined sideburns, and round wire-rim glasses. He had a fondness for vintage tees, and today’s pick was a yellow Earth Wind & Fire concert shirt, neatly pressed and tucked into his jeans. Toby liked to bounce around the workroom doing ten things at once and popping up when you least expected him. Like he did right now when he appeared directly behind Wilfredo, who was still washing his hands. “All done for the day?” Toby yelled over the running water. 

			A startled Wilfredo nearly jumped out of his boots. “I thought we’d talked about you not sneaking up on people?” 

			“Sorry, buddy,” Toby said cheerfully. He had one of those wide, disarming smiles that made it hard to hold anything against him. He was a great roommate, except for his habit of binge-watching anime for hours while munching on dry cereal.

			Wilfredo wiped his hands on a rag. “Yeah, I’m all done. I’ll see you back at the ranch.” 

			Toby shot him a reproachful look. “Don’t get too comfortable on my couch.”

			“For the last time, it’s not your couch. Or your television. We went splitsies on both. And come to think of it, I paid for half of that cereal you’re gonna eat for dinner.”

			“Cheapskate!” Toby flashed his electric smile. 

			“Couch potato!” With this parting jibe Wilfredo grabbed his jacket and made his way out the back. Two flights down he pushed through a creaky metal door and stepped out onto the street. A steady drizzle was coming down, turning the asphalt slick and dark. He set out on foot in the direction of the West Fourth Street subway and soon found himself trudging down the familiar steps to the orange line platform. He got there just in time to see the red taillights of a downtown F train retreating into the tunnel to his right. 

			The missed train had swept the platform clear of passengers, but after a few minutes other passengers began to materialize around him, so Wilfredo wandered down to the far end of the platform, where the arriving train cars were typically less crowded. He snuck along a narrow stretch of the platform until he reached an empty nook behind the stairs. 

			There was a large poster for a cruise line framed on the tiled wall. The advertisement was staged from the point of view of a young woman sitting on the deck of a cruise ship with a fancy cocktail in her hand. Her bronzed legs stretched out seductively in the foreground while turquoise waters sparkled at her feet and palm trees rose out of white sand in the distance. Staring at this poster Wilfredo wondered if it might be time to use some of those vacation days he had saved up. A little time in the sun with the ocean breeze rippling through his hair might do wonders for his outlook on life.

			Who are you trying to kid, Freddy? You could never get a girl like that.

			“Seriously. Captain. Stay out of my head.”

			When was the last time you even went out on a date? Wait, don’t tell me, you’ve been striking out ever since that Nadia chick dumped you three years ago.

			“I’ll have you know I’ve been out on several dates since Nadia.”

			Dead-end dates to Nowhereville. You know what your problem is, Freddy? You’re too nice. Haven’t you ever heard that nice guys finish last?

			Wilfredo wasn’t about to argue with that. Nadia had treated him like a doormat. Then she’d dumped him unceremoniously for a flashy, motorcycle-riding insurance salesman named Zack. Five good years flushed down the toilet because of a fifty-thousand-dollar Kawasaki and a distressed leather jacket. If Wilfredo’s life were a western movie, then Nadia would play the role of the villainess who had stolen his gun, stripped him of his badge, and left him to wander alone in the wilderness while the buzzards circled overhead. 

			Wilfredo detected the growing whisper of an approaching train. A minute later it glided into the station and he was disappointed to note that it was a B train. He watched it coast to a stop, the doors parted, and a young woman stepped out. She came to an abrupt stop and patted her jacket pockets, a look of alarm spreading on her face.

			

			Pickpockets were rampant on the subways and Wilfredo wondered if this pretty chestnut-haired girl was their latest victim. He didn’t mean to stare but he was intrigued by the minor drama she was caught up in. Seconds passed, then an expression of relief flooded her face as she dug her phone out from a back pocket—crisis averted.

			A beep sounded, the subway doors slid closed behind her, and she continued on her way. Or tried to at least. She was wearing a backpack and from the look of panic that came over her, Wilfredo realized that a loose strap must have gotten stuck in the doors. She threw herself forward, but it wasn’t budging.

			“Ditch the bag!” he called out, stepping toward her.

			“I can’t!” She lunged forward again, but the strap still anchored her in place.

			Then the train began to move, and she was forced to sidestep as it pulled her along the platform toward the tunnel entrance only a few feet away. Time froze, and in some dusty corner of Wilfredo’s brain a light began to flash red. This was it. The opportunity he had been waiting for. The world sped up again, and Wilfredo leaped toward her, wrapping his arms around her and pulling back with all his strength.

			With their combined weight the strap finally broke free and the two of them toppled away from the train. He tried to keep his balance, but his leg got tangled with one of hers and the next thing he knew he was falling backward. He landed flat on his back on the platform, the jolt taken mostly by his tailbone and elbow, while she fell directly on top of him, knocking the wind out of him. They both lay there stock-still, her face inches away from his own, her green eyes wide and panicked as she sucked in deep breaths of air.

			“Are you okay?” he asked quietly. “That was a close call.”

			“I-I think so,” she stammered. “You?”

			“Yes, I’m fine,” he mumbled. This wasn’t quite true, his elbow hurt some, and his tailbone stung even more. He was also lying on a subway platform that was probably caked with decades’ worth of human filth. On the other hand, this was the most contact he’d had with a member of the opposite sex in years. 

			“I thought I was going to die. But I’m okay—thanks to you.” It finally dawned on her that she was lying on top of him and her expression changed to one of apologetic horror. She sprang to her feet. Wilfredo stood up as well, moving a little more gingerly than her, rubbing his elbow and brushing off his backside.

			She looked around in disbelief. With the staircase blocking them from view their little mishap had passed unnoticed by their fellow passengers. It was just the two of them standing in that little bubble on the platform. She leaned back against the cruise line poster, closed her eyes, and let out a slow whistling breath. “I can’t believe that just happened,” she said. 

			Wilfredo decided to ask the question that was bugging him. “Why didn’t you just take off your bag right away?”

			She opened her eyes. “Because I’m an idiot.”

			That sounded about right. Wilfredo knew the feeling. “Well, next time maybe don’t stop short right by the doors?”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll be taking the bus from now on. Or not leaving my apartment.” She pushed off from the wall and turned to face him. “I’m Cassandra by the way.”

			

			“Nice to meet you, Cassandra. I’m Wilfredo.”

			“Here’s the thing, Wilfredo. I think you just saved my life.”

			“Well, let’s not get carried away,” he replied, even though that corner of his head where the alarm bells had been ringing a minute ago had transformed into a conga line celebration replete with disco balls, popped corks, and noisemakers. 

			“Seriously. Things could’ve gotten real ugly if you hadn’t grabbed hold of me . . . I mean, I’ve seen it in the news—stories of passengers getting dragged to their deaths. But I never dreamed it might happen to me.”

			“I’m glad you’re okay.”

			She noticed him rubbing his elbow. “You are hurt!”

			“Oh, it’s nothing. Banged my elbow a bit.” Her piercing eyes burned into his own, and he felt a nervous flutter in his stomach.

			She brushed a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. “I feel like I should buy you a drink or something. I have dinner plans, but maybe you’d like to join us?”

			“That’s okay. I don’t want to intrude on your dinner.”

			“How about we meet up this weekend then and you let me buy you a coffee and a cupcake or something and thank you properly?”

			“I’d like that,” Wilfredo replied, trying to appear calm, even though his heart was racing again. Had they just made a date?

			The loud roar of an approaching train made them both look up. This time the orange circle on the front had an F. 

			“Is that your train?” she asked.

			

			“Yes.” 

			She reached into her bag, pulled out a small notebook and a pen, and quickly scratched out her name and number. Tearing off the sheet, she handed it to him, and he folded it up and tucked it deep into a pocket of his wallet. 

			“Text me,” she said emphatically.

			“I will.”

			She brushed dust from her blouse and pants and flipped her hair back. “Wilfredo, you’re a life-saver. Literally.” And then she flung herself at him, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug. For the second time in five minutes, Wilfredo found himself locked in an embrace with this beautiful stranger. 

			The train came to a stop, the doors parted, and Cassandra let go of him, taking a big step back. Wilfredo turned and hopped reluctantly into the train car. 

			“Don’t forget to text me!” she yelled as the doors slid closed between them.

			“I won’t,” he assured her. “Forget, I mean!” he added quickly. But the doors were already shut. The train rolled away and moments later he was staring out at the blackness of the tunnel. 

			Freddy, my boy, it looks like Lady Luck has dropped the catch of the day in your lap! Reminds me of the time a six-foot halibut jumped into my boat, landing right at my feet! 

			The Captain sounded jubilant, but Wilfredo was in too much of a daze to pay him any attention. 

		

	
		
			4. Cassandra: Chianti and Duck

			She spotted Gregory outside La Fontaine as she drew closer, and right away she knew he was in a lousy mood. He was standing stiffly in his herringbone coat, his neatly parted black hair glistening under the lamplight. His chin was lifted high as he scowled at the world through his tortoiseshell glasses. Rattled by her close call, she had spent the short walk from the subway to the restaurant picturing the Cassandra-shaped hole that would have been left in the world if her life was cut short. She wasn’t in the right headspace to cope with irate fiancés. Their eyes locked as he caught sight of her in the crosswalk, and moments later, when she came to a halt in front of him he didn’t move in to kiss her. 

			She took a deep breath: “You’ll never believe what just happened to me—”

			“What, no apology? No, ‘sorry I’m so late, honey’? ‘Sorry you were left standing outside the restaurant for half an hour—again!’ Just because of some stupid bird!”

			“I am sorry,” she lied. “But let’s not argue about the bird. The thing is—I almost died just now.” 

			“What on earth are you talking about?”

			“My backpack got stuck in the subway doors five minutes ago and I was nearly dragged off the platform. If it wasn’t for the quick action of a stranger who grabbed me and pulled me to safety I wouldn’t be standing here right now.”

			

			“A stranger? What stranger? I hope this person didn’t manhandle you?”

			“Of course not! He saved me! He threw his arms around me and helped me break free.”

			“I don’t like the idea of strange men grabbing my fiancée on the subway.”

			“Focus, Gregory. I almost died.”

			“Are you sure you’re not being overly dramatic? A lot of people get things caught in the subway doors every day without getting themselves killed.”

			“I was about three steps away from being pulled into a tunnel. I suppose it’s possible I might have been just horribly mangled . . .” Was she exaggerating the whole incident? She didn’t think so. She could still feel the adrenaline coursing through her.

			His expression softened and he closed the gap between them, wrapping his arms around her. “Well, darling, I can see you’ve had a big scare. I’m glad you’re okay.” And just like that, as he held her, gently stroking her hair, it was as if her old Gregory was back. 

			“Come on,” he said a minute later, holding her at arm’s length and giving her a reassuring look. “Let’s go inside and you can tell me all the gory details. A bite of food will do you a world of good. Hopefully they are still holding our table.” Cassandra followed him through the restaurant doors. Lit by yellow globe lights, the cozy bistro was a buzzing hive of activity. Patrons sat in the café chairs that flanked the rustic wood tables while staff dressed in white wove gracefully around them. Art Nouveau posters and rows of wine bottles decorated the walls. Ceiling fans twirled overhead. The hostess led them through the restaurant to a small table in the back near the kitchen that Gregory was less than thrilled with. Cassandra proceeded to give him a blow-by-blow account of her subway mishap, and he listened with an arched eyebrow.

			“And that’s the whole story. I’m a bit shaken up.”

			He reached out and patted her hand. “Don’t give it another thought, honeybun. There’s nothing to be gained by dwelling on a near miss.”

			“I just keep imagining that in some other universe the me who stepped off that train was dashed on the tracks, but in this world I’m walking around as if nothing happened.”

			“That’s because nothing happened. Now how about we take a look at this menu?” His face took on a look of deep concentration as he perused the list of specials. But he was startled when the kitchen door banged open right behind him and a waiter burst through carrying a loaded tray. “Blasted door!” he muttered, shooting the waiter a venomous look. “I don’t know why she had to seat us all the way back here.” 

			Cassandra silently appraised her fiancé. Whenever Gregory got mad, he always reminded her of an angry quacking duck. It had something to do with the way he puckered his lips. Gregory glanced up and caught her watching him. “What are you smiling about?”

			“Nothing,” she said innocently. 

			“Did you hit your head when you fell?”

			“No. I’m afraid my rescuer bore the brunt of the fall. I landed on top of him.”

			“Of course you did! Let’s hope this subway fellow didn’t follow you here. You really need to be more vigilant about strangers on the subway.” 

			In the blink of an eye that spiteful Gregory was back in the driver’s seat. Cassandra sighed. “That stranger saved my life. And he has a name—Wilfredo.”

			“You exchanged names?” Gregory looked appalled. “What an odd name too. What did this guy look like? Was he homeless?”

			 “He looked like a normal guy. He was wearing cargo pants and a flannel shirt. I noticed some paint splatters on his pants, so I’m guessing he may be a house painter. I didn’t ask.”

			“Blue collar. I suppose that’s better than homeless. Well, thankfully you’ll never run into him again.”

			“Do you have to be so snobbish?”

			“I’m not snobbish. I just don’t see the value in being ordinary.” 

			Cassandra cleared her throat. “I wouldn’t be surprised if I did see him again, since I gave him my phone number and offered to take him out for coffee this weekend. You know—to thank him.” 

			The wine menu jumped out of Gregory’s hands, landing at the feet of a nearby waiter, who stooped to pick it up. Her fiancé stared at her aghast. “You did what?”

			“Gave him my number,” Cassandra repeated, enunciating the words slowly and looking him right in the eyes. She tore a slice of warm bread from the basket and scraped a dab of butter onto it. As she took a bite she wondered whether the urge to stab your fiancé in the thigh with a butter knife could be considered a red flag. “What did you want me to do, just say thanks very much and hurry off? You can join us for coffee if you like, but you would have to appear grateful.” 

			Her sarcasm was lost on her future husband. “Well, Cassandra, I have to say I’m quite astonished by your actions. It’s bad enough that you insist on wandering around the city rescuing stray pigeons, but then I hear you’ve been rolling around on a subway platform with random men?”

			Cassandra glared at him. Surely buying Wilfredo a warm beverage and extending him a sincere thank-you was the bare minimum required of someone in her position. They fell silent for a stretch as they studied the menu. La Fontaine was an upscale bistro with pricey entrees that ran heavy on fish and meat, with barely a token option for vegetarians like herself. Cassandra zeroed in on the ravioli with zucchini and shaved black truffle, a decent pasta dish that she had ordered before. She wasn’t a huge zucchini fan, but it would have to do. If it were up to her, they would have gone for cheap Mexican tonight, but Gregory had balked at her suggestion, insisting that they needed to take their gastronomic choices up a notch.

			A familiar waitress with stringy blond hair appeared to take their order, digging a notepad out of her apron. Cassandra put in her pasta order, and the woman scribbled it down. Gregory picked out a bottle of Chianti without consulting her, then he hesitated as he eyed the menu. “I’m torn between le coq au vin and the roasted duck special. Which would you recommend?” 

			The waitress, a large woman with the cautious smile of a veteran server, mulled over his question. “The duck is a popular choice, sir.”

			

			Cassandra could’ve told him that. When she’d worked as a waitress the managers had always instructed them to push the specials. And then it hit her. A mental picture of Gregory poised knife and fork in hand over a steaming roasted duck that was staring back up at him with his own pouting face plastered on it. “Don’t forget about the trout, honey?” she said quickly. “You’re always raving about it to everyone.”

			“I’m not in the mood for fish tonight.”

			“The duck seems like a risky choice to me.”

			“Nonsense. I’m sure they know how to make a top-notch roast duck.” He faced the waitress and said: “I’ll have the duck.” Cassandra cringed.

			The conversation turned to wedding cakes. Gregory had spent the past week researching bakers and he was eager to give her the lowdown. She didn’t have strong opinions when it came to cakes. If Gregory wanted a floral pistachio cake with vanilla fondant that was fine with her. She nodded along.

			“Great. I’ll call the bakers and set up some taste tests. Listen, darling, I wanted to talk to you about inviting the managing directors at my firm to the wedding.”

			Cassandra frowned. When it came to their wedding the real battle line was the wedding list. Gregory was constantly adding family friends and work colleagues to the list, and the intimate celebration she had envisioned was ballooning out of control. “But I thought we’d agreed—close family and friends only!”

			“Yes, honey. But you need to understand that inviting the partners would be extremely helpful to my career.” Cassandra had met these men at the company Christmas party last year. Each of them was more wizened and ancient than the next. She pictured them all sitting in the front row at the ceremony.

			“I suppose that would include their wives too?”

			“Naturally.”

			“What about our budget? We can’t just keep expanding the guest list. My dad will flip out when he sees how much this is going to cost. And every time a vendor gives us a price list you pick the most extravagant option!”

			“Don’t worry about your father, darling. I’ll have a chat with him. He can pay for your dress and the ceremony, and I’m happy to pick up the rest.” Thanks to his position as chief contracts officer for Sullivan, Stanley & Moore, Gregory had been raking in the dough for the past few years. 

			“My dad won’t like that idea.”

			“Are you kidding? Your father loves me. He will absolutely be fine with it.” Cassandra’s mouth twisted to one side. It was true, her father approved of Gregory, and he probably wouldn’t put up much of a fight if her fiancé insisted on footing the bulk of the bill. In one fell swoop her cost objections to a large wedding were crushed. Gregory smiled smugly. Cassandra realized with horror that she was dealing with a full-blown Groomzilla who had just burst free of his chains. 

			Gregory dabbed his lips with his napkin, then broke into a wide smile. “You know,” he said, “we can always just hire a wedding planner. Let a professional sweat all the organizing headaches!” He beamed and sloshed his wine around in his glass.

			Cassandra winced. She couldn’t think of anything worse than hiring a stranger to plan their special day. Her eyes narrowed. “We don’t need a wedding planner, Gregory,” she said firmly. “What would really help is if we took a machete to the wedding list and hacked it to bits. So unless this wedding planner of yours is some sort of machete-wielding virtuoso I’m not interested.”

			“I knew you wouldn’t like my idea.”

			“Under a hundred guests, remember? That was what we talked about.”

			“Well plans can change.”

			“Then why don’t we just elope at City Hall like I wanted to do?” Gregory looked as if she had just lobbed a hand grenade into the bread basket. He pushed back his chair and pulled what she’d come to think of as his “incredulous duck” look. Then the quacking began as he went off on a long rant about how much seeing him walk down the aisle meant to his mother and how they would recoup most of their expenses from generous wedding gifts.   

			Cassandra listened resignedly. He was in full courtroom mode, gesticulating wildly as he made his impassioned plea in favor of a larger wedding. She wouldn’t be able to get a word in edgewise until he ran out of steam. When had he become so overbearing? Where was the delightful man she knew and loved? She took a sip of water, her engagement ring clinking against the stem of the glass. Gregory finished his fiery speech and peered at her to see if it had softened her position at all. She gazed back at him coolly. 

			“Just promise me you’ll think about it, okay?”

			She shrugged.

			Their dinner arrived moments later and Gregory looked relieved, nodding to the server gratefully when she topped off his wineglass. Cassandra poked at her steaming ravioli with her fork half-heartedly while her fiancé carved off a chunk of flesh from the duck breast, speared a carrot, and stuffed the forkful into his mouth. Gregory looked up from his food and noticed her watching him. “You’re making a face,” he grumbled. “Just pretend it’s chicken. You’re supposed to be good at pretending right?”

			“I am good at pretending,” she replied. “Sometimes I wonder if maybe I’m a little too good at pretending.” 

		

	
		
			5. Wilfredo: The Beer Run from Hell

			Night had descended on the city by the time Wilfredo emerged from the subway. Lights dotted the dark silhouettes of the buildings around him, while the gray clouds blanketing the sky were lit up by the city’s glow. He trudged down the pebbled concrete sidewalk, past the food cart selling empanadas, weaving his way through the handful of oncoming pedestrians. He had a slightly troubled look on his face as a nagging worry took root in his mind. Beer bottles had been vanishing inexplicably from their fridge in recent weeks. When he had accused Toby of drinking bottles on the sly, his friend vehemently denied it. Not wanting to make a fuss, Wilfredo had joked that it must be the work of the “Beer Fairy,” even though he didn’t consider it a laughing matter. And if he ever got his hands on this thieving Beer Fairy there was going to be hell to pay. But in light of these mysterious fridge disappearances Wilfredo decided that the safest thing would be to stop at the small deli on Rivington and pick up reinforcements. There was no point in leaving this kind of thing to chance. 

			He continued his eastward march along Delancey, keeping step with a sprinkling of fellow pedestrians, the headlights from cars coming off the Williamsburg Bridge making the shadows dance around him. Taking a left on Suffolk, the street turned bleak and empty around him. Having settled the tricky problem of the beer, his thoughts had drifted back to his encounter with Cassandra. He replayed the whole scene over in his head—seizing hold of her, falling backward, her radiant face suspended right above his own, their friendly chat, and the goodbye hug. Her precious number was tucked safely inside his wallet, but he would wait a day before contacting her so that he didn’t come across as overeager.

			Don’t wait too long, Freddy, the Captain chimed in. Or you might chicken out! You need to strike while the iron is hot. 

			“I know,” he replied under his breath. “I’ll shoot her a text tomorrow.” The thought sent a little jolt of fear coursing through him.

			You gotta play it cool, Freddy! None of this sweating bullets nonsense. Just take your best shot. There’s no shame in striking out with a bombshell like her. 

			The thought of making any kind of move on someone so clearly out of his league made him even more flustered. “Coffee is just coffee,” he muttered defensively. “I’m not gonna read too much into it. I mean, for all I know she has a boyfriend.”

			Heck, maybe she’s married! Did you do a ring check? Don’t tell me you didn’t do a ring check!

			“Nope.”

			Well then, you’re flying blind, kiddo. 

			The one thing Wilfredo knew for sure was that he knew absolutely nothing about her except her name. He ran a worried hand through his hair—this whole meeting for coffee thing was a minefield.

			He caught sight of the Lucky Deli’s yellow awning up ahead. A bedraggled figure of a man was leaning against the brick wall near the door. He had all the telltale signs of a vagrant—untied boots, tattered clothes covered in grime, a scraggly beard, and an army cap. “Spare a dollar?” the man croaked as Wilfredo edged around him. 

			“Sorry,” he mumbled, stepping into the cramped deli. He made a sharp right and headed over to the refrigerated cases that lined the wall in the back of the store. He spotted a white can with a red label—Narragansett. An old favorite. He spun back toward the register clutching a can in each hand. 

			He placed the beers on the counter and dug out his wallet. The stony-faced guy behind the register gave him a nod and rang him up. Wilfredo was watching the clerk count out change for a twenty when out of nowhere a sharp object was pressed into his lower back. “Don’t move a muscle!” a gruff voice growled. Wilfredo froze. “I’ll take that, buddy.” A tattooed arm reached around him and plucked his wallet right out of his hand. It was gone before he even registered what was happening. The arm returned a second later to snag first one beer and then the next.

			The register guy began to hop around furiously. “Johnny, I’ve told you before many times! Do not rob my customers!” he shouted. “Steal somewhere else! Not in here!”

			“But, Lee, you gotta understand, this is the perfect spot to snatch wallets!” His assailant’s words were slightly slurred and Wilfredo could smell the alcohol on his breath.

			The counter guy was furious. “Don’t worry,” he said to Wilfredo. “He does not have a knife. Only a pen!” 

			The object poking him vanished as his assailant took a step back. Wilfredo pivoted to face him.

			The bum named Johnny held up a blue ballpoint pen and double clicked the button. He smiled, revealing a jagged line of yellowed teeth.

			Wilfredo stole a sideways look at the counter guy. “You know this guy?” 

			“Yeah. His name is Johnny. Third time this month he robs one of my customers! I am calling the cops!”

			“Give me back my wallet!” Wilfredo yelled. His first thought wasn’t for his cash, or his credit cards, or even his driver’s license. His mind went straight to Cassandra’s phone number.

			“I don’t think so, buddy. I need it more than you.” Dirty fingers were thumbing through the cash in the wallet’s fold.

			“Take the cash. I just need the wallet back.” 

			“Ahh, but I bet I can trade your credit cards and ID to someone for a blunt.” The man was swaying gently from side to side, as if caught in a gentle breeze. Then for a moment he seemed to find his balance, and he blinked slowly, a look of mild surprise in his eyes. Then his head dipped. Seconds later he straightened up, his eyes popped open, and he began to wobble once more.

			Wilfredo sized up his mugger. This guy was clearly strung out on something. And his weapon of choice was a ballpoint pen. Initial fear gave way to a sudden fury and Wilfredo rushed at the man, grabbing at his coat. But the robber showed surprising nimbleness, stepping to one side in a blur of movement and deflecting Wilfredo’s charge with a two-handed shove that sent him sprawling into a shelf full of candy. 

			“Watch it, buddy,” the homeless man slurred. “No point in gettin’ hurt over a stupid wallet!” A dazed Wilfredo sat sprawled out on the deli floor surrounded by scattered candy bars and packets of gum. He could hear the store clerk yelling at a 911 operator. Wilfredo scrambled to his feet and set off in pursuit of the ragged figure scampering out the door.

			On the street Wilfredo raced after his mugger who was jogging south along the narrow sidewalk. The hobo glanced back over his shoulder, scowled at Wilfredo and quickened his pace.

			“You don’t give up do you? Here! You want it? Go fetch!” Having picked the wallet clean of valuables the man flung it high into the air, and Wilfredo watched it arc over his head. 

			The world fell silent, and for an instant it was as if everything was moving in slow motion. Wilfredo wheeled around, arms raised toward the sky as he raced after the wallet. Bouncing off the roof of a parked car it shot toward the gutter, and he watched helplessly as it disappeared through the narrow slots of a sewer grate, into the darkness below. Seconds later Wilfredo was on his hands and knees, grasping at the filthy metal grill and squinting into the inky blackness. The sound of trickling water reached his ears. All he could make out was a tangle of glistening leaves. Then he saw movement and two red eyes peered back up at him. As his pupils adjusted to the darkness Wilfredo recognized the shaggy silhouette of a rat, its thick tail slithering through dead leaves. Clamped inside the rat’s mouth was a square leather object. The rodent stared back at him brazenly, then it turned and scampered away.

			Tough break, kid. On the plus side you can stop shitting yourself over a stupid coffee date. 

		

	
		
			6. Detective Molina: The Donut Store Dilemma

			It had been nearly twenty years since Detective Ramon Molina had darkened the door of East Village Donuts. Back then he was just a police cadet with a weakness for fried dough. He’d had a rough time at the police academy. Pegged as a geek, he’d been the target of hazing by his fellow cadets. The donut shop had been his refuge, although it had nearly scuttled his career right from the start when his weight ballooned and he came close to failing the job standards test, which included a six-story stair climb. So after graduation he had sworn off the glazed treats and never looked back. 

			But here he was once again, standing in the familiar shop, last in a line of donut-loving customers. He was wearing a tailored brown suit paired with a dotted green tie. No one around him had any clue that the bald gentleman with the mustache at the back of the line had a badge clipped to his belt and a 9mm in his hip holster. Detective Molina was grateful to be incognito, as he would hate to be seen as a walking cliché by the people around him. 

			Detective Molina had picked up his order at one end of the counter, and this second line was just to pay. Grease stains were already spreading on the brown paper bag in his hands. An X-ray machine would have revealed the contents to be half a dozen
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