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1

The Death Beat




It was the high mercury end of July and no one was doing any dying. I wasn’t getting much work done, just moving faxes from one side of my desk to the other and finding homes for stray paper clips.

A few reporters had been sent out to cover the heat—chat with the fan salesmen, check on the polar bears at the zoo. Metro columnist Clint Westwood was under his desk pawing through old columns for new ideas. White-haired Rusty Markowitz was on the horn with a stringer he’d sent to stalk a Broadway ingenue. He was red-faced and barking, “Listen, give her the cell phone. Well, if she won’t take it just shove it right up to her mouth!”

The other Pulitzer Prize winners were out in the Hamptons putting the final touches on their next historical opus or cultivating a new patch of skin cancer. It was slow. Slow as a drunkard’s grin.

I was about to go upstairs for a cup of coffee when the phone rang. I took my gum out of my mouth and stuck it onto the filing cabinet with the other pieces.

“Obits,” I said. “Vane.”

There was no voice on the line, but I heard a siren, the rattling of steel. Maybe the Brooklyn Bridge was calling.

“Valerie Vane, Obituary Desk,” I tried again. “May I help you?”


Now there was a voice, low and soft. “Yes,” it said. “I want to inquire about a story that ran in your pages today.” The voice was male, deep and smoky, but tentative—a controlled burn.

“Which story would that be?”

“The piece on Wallace,” he said. “Malcolm Wallace.”

I reached across my desk for the morning edition and another stick of gum. Chelsea and Hillary were on the cover riding camels, next to our three-column overnighter on the heat wave—brownouts in Inwood, track fires in Chinatown, historic concessions lines at Jones Beach. I flipped past the genocide and nuclear arsenals, past the labor unrest and roaming bison, and found the story in the measly posterior of the Metro pages, one of the shorties below the fold.

“Famous for Writing His Name,” read the headline with the subhead, “Artist Brought Street Life into Galleries.” Malcolm Wallace, forty-two, painter—a graffiti writer self-dubbed Stain 149. The piece didn’t have a byline, but I already knew who’d written it, because I happened to be chewing her gum.

“Is there a problem?” I asked the caller.

“Yes, I believe so,” he said. “I’m concerned about the facts related in the story. You see, the article here says he took his own life.”

I checked the first paragraph of the story, where indeed it said that Wallace had jumped from the Queensboro Bridge. “Correct,” I said.

“Suicide,” he said slowly.

“That’s right, suicide.” I said it the way he’d said it, using his rhythms, his elisions of the vowels so that it sounded like “Soocide.” Killing of Sue.

“But that’s not right,” he said, and then he used the word again: “Suicide.”

I did a quick mental check of the facts I’d gleaned the day before from DCPI, police press. It was my typical morning call to Detective Pinsky for updates and confirms: Wallace, Malcolm A. Deceased black male found on the rocks near base of the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge, Queens side. Discovered Saturday, 5:47 a.m. Time of death: approximately 2:15. Body waterlogged, bloated, no visible marks. Jump from bridge. ID in breast pocket.

“Let me see.” I pushed some faxes around my desk to make it sound like I was checking. “Yep, Sue Side is what we got.” Each syllable on tiptoe. “Sue Side from DCPI.”

We got calls like this from time to time from people who weren’t happy when they saw the cold, hard facts in dark, gray ink. My first few months on the desk, I’d get nervous and run them by Jaime Cordoba, the chief Obit editor.

Jaime was an Orthodox Jew born in Cuba, raised in Georgia, and he’d gotten enough guff for just his name (“hymie at the hymie-town paper?”) that very little rattled him. He had skin the color of ginger and a mane of curly black hair he kept under his yarmulke with a few dabs of Brylcreem. When I needed his advice, he shook that mane like a just-roused lion, and spoke with a Latin southern twang no louder than a whisper.

“People don’t like to accept death,” he’d told me. “It’s like a railway that runs on a senseless schedule and we obituary writers are station workers cleaning up after the train’s already left. We’re wearing an official uniform so people think we can give them answers. But here’s my advice: stick to pushing the broom. Just tip your hat and say, ‘I’m sorry, mister, I don’t have any control over departures.’”

Since then, I’d developed a system for phoners. Step one was to comfort: “It may take a little bit of time to get adjusted to your loss,” I started, but the caller wasn’t listening.

“Who said suicide?” he wanted to know.

“The police reported ‘jump from bridge.’”

“Malcolm just put the down payment on a permanent space for a painting school,” the caller said. “A man who’s going to kill himself doesn’t secure a mortgage. He doesn’t say he’s going out for ice cream and jump into the East River.”

“No,” I said. “Not usually. I know these senseless acts are sometimes hard to understand. We need to try and look at the big picture…” This was step two: Help the caller contemplate death in the abstract.

I was laying it on thick as cement, but I wasn’t much interested in the caller. I was thinking about my cup of coffee getting cold upstairs. This Wallace fellow had already gotten plenty of ink. He’d been famous in the eighties—hell, he’d even been the subject of a 1985 Sunday Magazine feature—but only for as long as it took to shake up a can of spray paint. He’d since been scrubbed from history. I figured the main reason he’d made the page was the weather: 104 by day, a sauna in the shade. Jaime had been complaining about our section “looking geriatric” and when he found the Wallace notice, he said, “Finally, some young blood,” slapping the fax on my desk. “This’ll be fun for you, Vane. Has to do with art.”

“Listen,” the caller was saying now. “I know a lot of people don’t mean much to some people. A lot of people are just some other guy. I don’t know how the police concluded suicide, but I’m sure whatever they told you is wrong, because Malcolm Wallace would never kill himself. He wasn’t that type of man.”

Then something crept up my spine. It was Detective Pinsky from the previous day’s morning call: “They’re saying suicide but it’s too soon to tell. You know the drill, Val,” I now remembered he’d said. “DA’s got it.”

I’d made a follow-up call to Betty Schlacter, the flak for the Manhattan district attorney. We’d chitchatted about the supermodel slaying and then she’d cut it short, claiming a lunch date. She couldn’t give me anything on Wallace, not even basics, she’d said. Investigations were off limits and off the record until they were closed. I’d jotted in my notes: O/B DNP (On Background. Do Not Print.). And then Jaime had come by with a frosted cupcake.

You see, for two years, I’d been an up-and-comer, a star cub recruited from a glossy to write flashy features for The Paper’s Style section. I’d covered society galas, celebrity soirees, and red carpet premieres. I’d been an all-access insider, behind the velvet ropes. But things had gone wrong somewhere along the line, and then they’d gotten worse, and then they’d gone all the way south. Ultimately, I’d been demoted to the Obit desk to putter out my remaining days with the washed-up hacks, the union stewards, and other miscellaneous nobodies.

The day before had been my six-month anniversary on Obits. Jaime meant the cupcake as a form of celebration, but to me it was more like a frosted nail in the coffin. I swallowed it down, and then excused myself for my half-hour lunch break and went in search of something to gnaw. Down the block, at the usual office haunt, there was no collegial patter at the cashier’s counter. No office chums clapped my back. I bought myself a day-old bagel and walked to the kiddy park to watch babies waddle in the spray. I wrenched bite after bite from the stale dough and pitied my sad fate.

When I’d gotten back to the office, Jaime was waiting on the Wallace squib to move the page. I’d been late and now I was harried, thinking I’d messed up again for good. I’d whipped up the Obit to specs, including “jump from bridge.” In my muddled state—I now realized—I’d forgotten all about Pinsky and Schlacter. I’d forgotten all about O/B DNP and “too soon to tell.”

This, I understood more acutely with each smoky breath on the other end of the line, may indeed have been a mistake. Another mistake. I didn’t say anything to the caller. I didn’t even let myself think it too loud. If I had to tell my editor that we had to run a correction, it wouldn’t look good for me.


I cleared my throat. “Sir,” I said. “This is The Paper of Record. We write the with a capital T, as in ‘The Truth.’ Maybe you want to speak to the news desk, if there’s news on this case. Maybe you’d like the cop shop, if there needs to be an investigation. At Obits, we don’t do updates. We just stack ’em and pack ’em.”

Once it came out of my mouth, even I was surprised by the harshness of the phrase. I could hear the anonymous mister breathing in short, smoky bursts, saying nothing. His pause sprawled about a yard and then stopped abruptly.

“Are you a reporter?” he asked.

The word jumped up between us. I didn’t flick at it, didn’t try to grab it out of the air. He said the same thing again, only louder. “Are you a reporter?” His words poked me in the chest like a frat boy looking for a brawl.

A year earlier if someone had asked me that question I would’ve guffawed. Who didn’t know that Valerie Vane was a reporter? I wasn’t just a reporter; I was the supreme scribe of the urban zeitgeist. Who else could have gotten upstairs at Moomba for the first celebrity karaoke night? Who else would have convinced transsexual heiress Zita Marlowe to do her first, and only, face-to-face after the surgery? I had identified gray as the new black, and Thursday as the new Friday. And later, when the trends shifted again, I was the one who’d let everyone know that Monday was the new Thursday. That’s why Buzz Phipps, the Style editor, had always rushed over to my desk, breathless with the latest hot tip. He wanted every worthy story to get the Valerie Treatment.

Now, with the word reporter balancing on the line between us, I wasn’t so sure.

“The name’s Vane,” was all I could offer the caller. “Valerie Vane.”

It meant nothing to him. “Well, if you are a reporter or if you ever want to be one, don’t just take down what you hear from the cops. Try doing a little research.”


I opened another stick of gum and folded it under my tongue. “Who is this?” I said, chewing audibly. “I’ll take your name. I’ll get back to you.”

The man laughed a slow, even laugh. “No, Valerie Vane,” he said, his teeth clamped on the sharp V edges of my name, his throat coughing up the As. “I’ll take down your name and I’ll be calling you back. We’ll see this mistake is corrected one way or another.”

The word mistake buzzed in my ear like a fly about to land in my soup. “You haven’t told me your name,” I said.

He gave it a little thought and said, “Cabeza. Just call me Cabeza.”

“Cabeza, as in—” There was a dial tone, hard and flat.

Head? I thought. Wasn’t cabeza Spanish for head? Or was it beer?



The Paper’s newsroom was on the third floor of the copper-topped fortress in Midtown. It was arranged in concentric circles of clout. In the center were the top brass, orchestrating the movements of the planets and scorching any Icarus who tried to fly too high. In orbit were the lesser gods: backfield editors, assignment editors, and design chiefs. Reporters were spun out on the periphery like comets beyond the orbit of Pluto. Obits was in deep, interstellar space, far from the action. Close to the exits.

The furnishing was Late-Century Nondescript. Gray Formica desks connected low-slung gray canvas cubicles, boxy computers, gray swivel chairs. All of it was gray upholstered, with beige carpeting wall to wall. On most days, the place was about as lively as an insurance office. No one yelled, “Stop the presses!” or ran through the newsroom snapping out patter like Rosalind Russell and Cary Grant. Reporters talked in hushed tones, and typed with their heads crooked solemnly over ergonomic keyboards. Clerks imported panini from the gourmet grocer and ate at their desks, swallowing three-dollar pink bottles of water called “Calm.”

But if I listened intently, with the right amount of reverence, I could sometimes hear the two-finger clickety clack of old Underwood typewriters. I could imagine blue suits waltzing in like Clark Gable from a wet lunch with the beat cops at Jimmy’s Corner. Or the boys in short pants running between desks yelling “Copy!” I could, just barely, if I listened with imagination, make out the subterranean rumble of the defunct printing presses, the throaty laughter of the newspapermen smelling of machine oil, cigars, and cheap scotch.

Most of them were gone, but a few still trolled the newsroom, like my cubicle mate, Mickey Rood. Rood had been at The Paper fifty-eight years and then some. He’d started as a copy boy at fifteen and had climbed the ranks until he hit a glass ceiling made of bottles of Wild Turkey. Some time ago, I didn’t know quite when, Rood had “retired” to Obits.

During his early years at The Paper he’d moonlighted as a jazz pianist, subsisting on a quart of single malt and three packs a night. The veins of his translucent cheeks mapped long-closed Greenwich Village jazz, blues, and juke joints. His face had three neat slits: two for his twinkling, cantankerous eyes and another for his thin-lipped grin. He wore a navy suit jacket with a stain around the neckline and loose threads at the wrists. His button-down was jaundiced, and his slacks, two sizes too large, were cinched against his waist with a stretch of white rope. When he wasn’t using his battered wooden cane, he hooked the handle to that rope. He trailed a smell of tree mold and shoe polish.

“Name’s Rood,” he’d said, clearing some phlegm and standing to offer me his hand, the first day I’d arrived at Obits. “As in discourteous.”


I plopped down the sad cardboard box I’d hefted from Style and shook. His hand covered mine like a wet baseball mitt.

“Valerie Vane,” I said.

“Vane,” said Rood, still clutching my hand. “As in vainglorious. Boastful, proud.” He was neither approving nor disapproving.

“Or idle, fruitless, futile,” I said, meeting his eyes and swallowing down a lump.

Rood relaxed his grip and frowned. “You think you’ll hate the graveyard,” he said. “But you won’t. You can learn a lot here about life and death and you’ll get a first-row seat on the dispensation of immortality.”

I felt sorry for the slope of his hulking shoulders under that polyester jacket, the checkered tie covered in little white crumbs. “The obituary can be the last word in journalism,” he added. “An interesting life is an eternal fascination. To write an obit well, you have to know your subject inside and out, and you have to know how to probe to get to the dirt.”

“Sounds like dentistry,” I said.

“Or,” he said, tilting on his cane and turning away from me, “you’ll play your cards right and be out of here soon.”

Rood had been right about one thing. In six months sponge-bathing the Grim Reaper, I’d at least gotten a line on him: poor people died in fires, rich kids by overdose. Teenagers in car wrecks and school shootings. Prostitutes were strangled, transsexuals thrown from windows or off cliffs. Businessmen drank exhaust overnight in parked cars. Politicos and ex-cops liked to eat their guns.

I didn’t feel sorry for the dead most of the time. I figured there were a lot worse things than being dead. In fact, lately I’d developed a kind of envy for the freshly deceased. After all, the corpses we packed in our rose-scented boxes weren’t any ordinary stiffs. They were corporate titans and political heavyweights, millionaire philanthropists and Tony Award winners, icons of the silver screen, pop princesses and peacemakers. Every name on our pages was synonymous with success. Even our mobsters and murderers were head of the class.

I would’ve been proud to lie down in that bone yard. But instead, I was in purgatory, pushing papers. And there was plenty of paperwork: paper files, clippings, background searches, Internet trolling, legal papers on assets, holdings, scandals, illness, distinguishing marks, cause of death, time and date, names of survivors, names of enemies and friends. Call the coroner’s office to verify, call the cops to verify, and, finally, convince the editor to memorialize the sap.

When all the facts were lined up, the editors assessed the assets and did the numbers. The biggest celebs got the front page, that’s A-1 and the jump—1,800 to 2,500 words with the full spread, as many as fourteen pictures. From there on down, your inches got shorter, your pix shrunk. Members of Congress pulled up to 1,800 words with just one or two headshots. Authors and actors, 1,000. On their heels, pioneering scientists and do-gooders—500 to 1,000. Notable criminals, especially the big splashy ones with high-priced crimes on their heads, got a good 400 to 800, and some of them trumped Nobel laureates. And when it was all done, if we still had space on the page, there were sometimes a handful of shorties, 100 to 300 words. The mention of a life, not quite worthy, but good enough for a filler squib.

This Wallace character had fallen among the last group. He ranked a cool three hundred. But if the Reaper’s harvest had been richer that day, I didn’t think he’d have rated ten.



I usually tapped Rood when I got angry callers. But he was at the center of the newsroom now listening to Jane Battinger crow. Battinger was the Metro News chief, a bottle blonde who’d mislaid the bottle. She didn’t talk so much as squall, loud and shrill enough to rouse, well, the dead. And she was working on one just now: LaShanniah.

LaShanniah, the hip-hop soul queen at the top of the charts, had died over the weekend in an unexplained yachting accident. It wasn’t that we’d missed the story. Rood had given her a generous write-up, turning her short-lived career of voice-enhanced canned drumbeats into a Cinderella story par excellence. Problem was the math. Instead of A-1, they’d put her on B-17, with just eight hundred words and one headshot. The tabs, by contrast, had splashed her across their covers for two days with second-day follows of her last harrowing moments and enough file photos to crush a librarian.

For two days Metro had been fending off angry phone calls and letters to the editor calling The Paper out of touch and—worse—racist. Now Battinger had it in her teeth, and she wanted to spit it out onto someone else’s plate. Rood was an obvious, if civilian, target. He’d written the inches, but he hadn’t worked up the numbers. It was the brass who assigned length and location. He’d just filed to their specs.

But Rood had been around long enough to know that if an editor wanted to yell, better to let her vent. So he squinted and took it until Battinger’s voice faded to a hoarse, bitter squeak, and then he lurched across the newsroom on his cane.

He went straight for Jaime. He was flushed and his breathing was rough. He didn’t like to be barked at, especially by a broad. Jaime nodded for him to sit, but Rood was too worked up, so he just stood and wobbled. Jaime didn’t need to ask what had happened and Rood didn’t need to tell him. The two of them just needed to look at each other for a while until they figured out a plan, and Jaime would execute it.

A few minutes later I saw Jaime climb the central staircase to the Culture desk. Next thing, he was headed back with the pop writer, Curtis Wright, on his tail. Then I got the picture: This was going to be a collaborative gig. Curtis was going to write the lead and get the credit, and some Obit hack would be dragged in to grunt it out.

I ducked my head behind my computer, trying to look swamped. I glanced up as they passed to get a look at Curtis, who was shaking his thick dreadlocks. He had on a told-you-so expression clear as the day is long. “Tomorrow is already three days late,” he muttered as he passed.

Jaime affected the look of a beaten dog, ready to take his licks. Sure, he’d let Curtis ride him a bit if it meant getting the top Culture writer on board. Then, when he needed to, he’d tell him where to get off. Politely, of course.

“If you had anyone down here who kept tabs on youth,” Curtis continued. And Jaime shot me a glance as they walked beyond hearing range. I’d volunteered a few days earlier to handle LaShanniah, but he’d told me I wasn’t “ready” for anything that big.

I moved to the fax machine and pretended I had something incoming. “Try to advance it somehow,” Jaime was saying. “I don’t know a thing about this girl, so tell it to me like I was born yesterday. Or maybe like I was born a half century ago, because that’s closer to the truth. That means I grew up listening to Dave Brubeck. And a lot of our subscribers still don’t know what the word hep means.” Curtis cracked a toothy smile. “I’m giving you Valerie Vane for research.” Jaime nodded in my general direction. “Got that, Valerie? You two just get it out fast.”

I headed back to my cube. Before I could wipe out the screensaver, Curtis was hovering. “Want a shot at an A-1 byline?” he said.

I couldn’t complain. Curtis Wright was tall, and I could use a touch of Culture.



That evening, after the backfield edit and the slot edit and the copy desk rounds and the page one editors meeting and a final look from Battinger, Curtis and I had our feet up on the desk and were eating takeout lo mein. He chopsticked some hanging noodles between his lips and eyeballed me.

“I bet you’re glad to be out of Style.” He coughed a little laugh.

“I’m a real fashion don’t.”

“Buzz misses you,” he said.

“Sure.” I crunched a piece of lemongrass between my teeth. “Like a house cat misses his mouse. Anyway, he’s got Tracy.”

Since I had left Style, a new girl, Tracy Newton, had taken my place. It was All About Eve, all over again. When I was on the desk, she was a freelancer, snatching side dishes after I nabbed the big roast, the Iowa chorus girl waiting in the wings for the leading lady to break her leg.

Tracy and I couldn’t have been more different. She was dark and angular with jet-black hair, a nose to ski off, cheekbones doubling as scenic peaks. She gave new meaning to the term legwork; her endless trotters could cross the newsroom in four strides. Me, I’m a winding country road with cherry-blond hair. Everything on me goes round: big eyes, big lips, big everything. I wear my hair in short curls behind my ears, and apply an extra coat of mascara. Where Tracy Newton titters, I purr.

Curtis held his chopsticks before his lips. “Tracy,” he said, “can’t hold a candle to you.”

It’d been a long time since anyone had flirted with me, and it was like easing into a hot bath. “You flatter me,” I said. “Tracy has her good points.”

“Yours are a few points higher,” he said.

I was putting on my best coy smile, slow as a pair of long silk gloves, when one of the copy editors shouted from across the room, “Val, can you handle a call on Obits?”

I put down my carton. “Ring it through!”

The phone rang. “Vane.”


I knew who it was by the metallic ache behind the silence. “Cabeza?” I said.

“I’ve got some new facts,” he said, skipping the niceties. “I want you to investigate this murder.”

A few minutes ago I’d been contemplating LaShanniah’s string bikini and now the word murder was on the line. I turned to Curtis, batted my eyes a little, and pointed at the mouthpiece with a shrug. He nodded, lifted himself out of his seat, waved bye-bye, and went to talk to the slot. I hunched over in the swivel chair with the phone close to my chest. “Listen, Cabeza, Mr. Beer, whatever it is you call yourself,” I said. “I think maybe you have the wrong idea about me. Gumshoe isn’t my bailiwick. I’m more of a cocktails and furs kind of girl.” It wasn’t true anymore, and I knew it, but he didn’t.

“I don’t think I have the wrong idea,” he said.

“When a body’s gone, I like to leave it be,” I said. “I don’t dance with corpses.”

He laughed. It was a tight little laugh, both feet on a dime. “You think I don’t know anything about you, but I do. I know you wrote that article and I know that you also suspect you might’ve made a mistake. But where you are, people don’t like to admit to mistakes.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I disagree.” I reached out to put down the receiver, but before I could he spoke again.

“You can be a reporter again,” Cabeza said.

I put the phone back up to my ear. He did know something about me, then. “All I’m looking for is the truth,” he continued. “And if you’re a reporter, that’s what you want, too.”

I thought about it for longer than I care to admit. I knew he heard me thinking, though there was no sound except for the two of us breathing at each other.

“Thanks,” I said. “Not interested.”

Then I hung up the phone.







    

2

Cinderella Redux




The truth was, I wasn’t hard-boiled. I wasn’t a lot of things I pretended to be, least of all a first-class news hawk. If I’d been a cocktails and furs kind of girl, it’d been too short a stint to stick.

In truth, I was born on the hardwood floor of a Mission District squat in San Francisco, circa 1972. And my given name was Sunburst Rhapsody Miller.

My mother was a Boston society escapee and my father a Harvard dropout. The two of them had watched Cambridge disappear in the rearview of my dad’s VW camper in 1967. He was a chemist heading into his junior year, but classes conflicted with the Summer of Love. She was a high school songstress, good with a tambourine.

When I came along, five years later, they were holed up with a troupe of yippies and Merry Pranksters in a squat on Treat Avenue. Their pals organized Happenings and wrote agitprop plays with titles like What Would Woody Do? and Tempeh for the Masses! Rent was twenty-five smackers a month and no one’s wooden bowl ever wanted for brown rice.

Those early years were the happiest I can recall. The pastel houses on our street lined up like candy jars at the corner drug. Our bay windows poured in buckets of sunlight. Our storerooms were full of costumes, wigs, masks, and face paint to daub a circus, so a little girl’s life never wanted for playtime. By day, my folks got run out of public parks for their antiwar skits. By night, the house filled with friends and fans whose banjos, rain sticks, and didgeridoos sweetened the night air along with the thick smoke of Mendocino kind.

We weren’t a family that stuck to schedules, but there was one thing we kept regular. Every Friday afternoon at four o’clock, my father would walk me over to Eureka Valley and he’d plunk down two dollars at the Castro Theatre box office, and then guide me inside the movie house. The Wurlitzer organ played and the Deco chandelier dimmed and my dad took my hand as we watched the screen flicker.

His great love, after agitprop, my mom, and me, was movies, the old black-and-whites. His own dad had taken him to the flicks once a week when he was a boy. It was the one aspect of his childhood in “the old country” (i.e., the East Coast) that he wanted to pass along to the next generation. And secretly, I thought he also liked to get a glimpse of the glamour he’d left behind, as directed by George Cukor, Billy Wilder, and Howard Hawkes: His Girl Friday, Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Sabrina, Bringing Up Baby, The Thin Man, Week-end at the Waldorf. On the way home to our squat, we’d play the characters in the movies. He’d be Walter Burns and I’d be Hildy Johnson. I’d be Sabrina and he’d be Linus Larrabbee. He was Nick to my Nora.

Sure, he had a handlebar soup strainer and a Nehru-collared paisley shirt. But I always figured my dad for a classic screen idol. With his aristocratic roots, his broad-cut chin, and his Roman nose, he could easily land a big-bucks blockbuster. I’d be right there beside him, a curly-haired Shirley Temple costar. We’d leave this ragtag troupe behind and take our act to Tinsel Town. From Castro Street to Mission, we planned plots set on city streetscapes, drawn from his high-contrast past: debutantes’ lily-white hands ringed thick with diamonds, street urchins turned men of industry, old ladies coughing blood into their hankies and signing their mansions off to their cats.

Back at the squat, though, we went silent. My mother, who was otherwise too slack, was strict about one thing: the East was the past, and we didn’t mention it. Maybe she didn’t want to miss everything so much, because she’d left so much behind. But my father wasn’t so stony. He saw that my eyes glittered with the lure of New York celluloid and he fed my fervor. At night, when I was tucked under my homemade quilt, he dragged in his old steamer trunk and plucked out pictures. His top-hatted pop at the “21” Club; his mother in a Garbo-style gown at the Russian Tea Room; even a picture of Mom chasing pigeons near Central Park’s Belvedere Fountain. One night, he brought me an old volume of Vanity Fair, and I read it cover to cover. Then I read it again, and again, and again, like a girl on a fantasy merry-go-round, all bells and lights and whistles and no brass ring.


San Fran was swell but we couldn’t stay. My mother gave me the news at age ten: “Back to the land” meant swapping our flush toilet for a creaky outhouse, city sanitation for a compost heap. My mother’s cheery tone didn’t hide the truth from me: we were the worst pack of downwardly mobile, good-for-nothing hippies that ever passed the hat.

So one morning, we packed our props into the camper van and pointed our compass north. My dad strapped on an old duffel and climbed onto his Harley Road King. He was going to take the scenic route along Pacific Coast Highway and meet us there by midnight. Mom and I got into the van and watched the cityscape morph into evergreens and we arrived at our damp new cabin on the Eugene farm just in time for sundown.

The wind whistled balefully through the plywood wallboards and midnight came and went. It was the longest night that I ever knew, waiting wide-awake for the rumble of his motor up the dirt road. I counted the slats in the ceiling, reread my Vanity Fair, and counted the slats again, so I wasn’t awakened when I heard my mother’s endless wail. Somewhere along the Lost Coast, Dad had stopped for gas. When he turned back onto the road, an oncoming trucker didn’t make out his bike’s night beam and he was killed in a white-hot flash.

What words can I assign to that loss? I never had them. I don’t know if I ever will. But I knew how I felt about Eugene. It had been a trip in the wrong direction. We didn’t belong back on the land. We didn’t need to be deeper into the dirt. I decided that first day that the farm, the West, the hippie life, wasn’t ever going to be the way for me. I never got good at potlucks and sing-alongs. I couldn’t sit cross-legged and bless my soy stir-fry. I was always too antsy, too ready for my screen test. As I saw it, life was high above this earthly gloom, somewhere in the skyscrapers that touched the clouds over Manhattan.


I arrived at the Port Authority by Greyhound bus on my twenty-third birthday, with everything I owned stuffed into my Guatemalan backpack. I had a few names scribbled on a piece of notebook paper in my pocket, those I could remember from my father’s stories over his steamer trunk. But I hadn’t counted on inquisitive doormen. And I hadn’t realized how many Millers there were in the Manhattan White Pages.

So I gave up on the family reunification dream—for the moment—and started circling ads for cheap shares in The Village Voice. After my futon was ensconced in an East Fifth Street walk-up, I called Zachariah Winkle, the publisher of Gotham’s Gate, a weekly glossy with a flair for the indiscreet. My English professor at Reed had given me his name.

“Call me Zip,” he said. “Everyone does. I’m not hiring now. But I’m always willing to look at a fresh face.” I offered to flash mine over coffee in SoHo, and landed an internship three days a week.


As it happened, I arrived during penguin suit season, that stretch of springtime when the city’s nonprofits host the $3,000-a-plate suppers that keep them afloat for the year. Guests get poached salmon, duck confit, a few speeches, and a chance to demonstrate charitable zeal. Corporate bigwigs buy tables for $10K to $50K a pop, and promise to show their expensive mugs. But when the time comes for them to lift a fork, they beg off and fill their seats with hired hacks.

Penguin-suit soirees are a snore to anyone in the know. But I was out of the know. My first month in New York, I was a blank book wanting script. In the first weeks, I’d tasted my inaugural almond cookie at Veniero’s on East Eleventh, played impromptu chess in Washington Square Park, skipped down the East Side promenade. One evening I’d even found myself on a fishing boat on the Hudson, drinking German Riesling while listening to a Czech opera with a Belgian chef. When Zip Winkle mentioned the PEN American Center Gala to this Oregonian wildflower, she very nearly swooned. “Oh, just do me one favor,” Zip added. “If you happen to notice anything intriguing about any of the guests, call it in to Bernie.”

Bernie Wabash was the Gate’s chief gossip columnist who penned “Inside Line,” six inches on page three with a handful of bold-faced lies. He always needed items, and all the mag’s lackeys were expected to supply them. I’d always wanted to get a tidbit on Bernie’s page. This was my first inside shot.

At a secondhand shop on West Tenth, I found a pink gown with a three-foot train and matching satin gloves. My redheaded roommate pinned it up with safeties, and I dabbed my lips red until she said stop. I counted my quarters and took my first yellow cab, gabbing at the hack all sixty blocks north. When my pink-tinted pumps tapped the grand plaza at Lincoln Center, I figured myself for Sabrina, just returned from Paris.

Inside, I snatched a flute of champagne from a silver tray, almost toppling the waiter, found my place card with my name at Table 13, and placed my satin gloves on my plate. I had nothing to do but read and reread the gala program, memorizing the names and titles of the listed sponsors, assuming they’d all be my pals by the end of the night.

The evening’s honoree was Jeremiah Sinclair Golden Jr., son of the Vermont senator and founder of TriBeCa’s Odyssey Pictures, the indie film giant known for cinematic milestones such as Under the Milk Sink and Dancing in Moscow. Not yet thirty, People magazine described Golden as “the glamour puss of the cutting-edge art set,” praising his “indefatigable faith in unproven quantities.” Tonight, he was being honored for promoting poetry slams in the former Soviet bloc.

I figured he would arrive trailed by baby bluebloods. But as the guests filtered in, I saw most were probably pulling Social Security. Not that any of them needed a government assist. A single mink stole offered to the coat check could’ve supported poetry slams worldwide for as long as slams stayed hip. I popped mini crab cakes and washed them down with champagne. I walked out onto the patio with my flute and waited for a debonair millionaire to sidle up behind me and wrap me in a mink.

But instead, I shivered until a young man in a tux politely rang a dinner bell and called us all inside. The speeches were to begin immediately. I was tipsy by the time Jeremiah Golden walked up to the mike, and maybe lightheaded too, because I almost fell off my seat. He was the very portrait of polite East Coast society, straight from the dog-eared pages of my ancient Vanity Fair. His Savile Row tuxedo wouldn’t have looked any smarter on John-John. His black curls flounced. Yes, flounced. In place of a bow tie, he wore a yellow silk cravat, tucked into his black vest, with a matching display hankie. I guessed he wore Alfred Dunhill cufflinks and carried a compendium case. Forget the silver spoon; he was born with a whole table setting in his mouth.


I tried to listen. Really, I did. But I caught only a few phrases: “I couldn’t string together two words of prose, let alone improvise a revolutionary sonnet like these young people I met…” “The real honorees here tonight are the Ukrainian freestyler…” “I’ve always believed in underground movements, and never had the chance to…” My head was too busy with snippets of imagined repartee between us that would, preferably, take place in his Connecticut horse stables before he helped me mount. I heard the laughter of the crowd, punctuating the cadences of his thank-you speech, and I heard the thunderous clapping when he was through.

“Think globally, slam locally,” he said, returning to take another bow before the mike, a fist in the air, making a power-to-the-people gesture, though it read more like, “Go get ’em champ.” He returned to his seat at Table 1, and I immediately began scheming for ways to position myself in the empty chair beside him.

But then I remembered Bernie. I was supposed to be collecting string. I hadn’t gotten a single inch yet, not even the color of the room. We were between courses, so I took my notepad out of my purse and clutched my pen. I was standing on a gold mountain of gossip. All I had to do was mine. But how would I recognize any of the people I was supposed to be skewering? I didn’t know a single face, and even if I asked for names, they wouldn’t ring bells. These were all New York City insiders, after all, bigwigs with private bank accounts, not the kind of celebs appearing on Entertainment Tonight. Well, I thought, how hard can it be? I’m an attractive young woman in a spiffy dress. I hoisted my train and edged into a circle of gents. Their conversation stopped short and they all looked from my pen to my face and back again.

“Pardon me,” I said. “My name is Sunburst and I don’t know a thing about poetry slams. Can someone clue me in?”


“Starburst, you say?” said one of the gents. “As in fruit chew?”

The circle erupted in laughter.

“No, actually…”

“Do you come in assorted flvors?” More laughter.

“Why, I believe I’m your distributor!” said another gent, touching his watch chain. “We hold M&M/Mars.” Guffaws from the group as I backed away.

After a while, the dinner bell rang. I took my seat at Table 13, still clutching my blank notepad. About halfway through supper, the gold-dipped septuagenarian at my elbow asked me to pass her a roll. I picked through the assortment and said, “Ooh, they have cinnamon raisin. Those are my favorite. My mother showed me how to make cinnamon raisin rolls and…” The septuagenarian smiled at me with her penciled-in lips, said, “That’s very nice dear,” and turned back to the Rolex at her right.

After a couple of hours listening to silverware tap fine china, I heard crunching crinoline as the gents led their ladies away. I stood at the edge of the gilded railing on the second tier and gazed at the mezzanine. I’d failed to get any items or any contacts. I hadn’t managed a single round of witty quippery.

My celluloid fantasy was revived, though, because just then, Jeremiah burst back through the front doors and ran up the stairs. I wondered if I was imagining things, but he said, “I need to use the loo. Would you mind very much watching the door?” On his way out a few minutes later, he stopped. “This is no place for a beautiful woman in a scandalous gown,” he announced. “Unless you’re staying for the Carmen matinee, I could give you a ride anywhere you need to go.”

Anywhere. It was a big offer for a girl fresh off the farm. I had nowhere to go except home to my redheaded roommate in her Peanuts Gang socks. I was all dressed up with nothing to show for it. Anywhere sounded like the place to be. I lowered my chin and said in my best Audrey Hepburn, “Yes, please.”


If I’d been wise, I’d have made to the nearest pay phone and called an item in to Bernie: “Jeremiah Sinclair Golden Jr. seen making a trip to the WC and coming back glassy-eyed.” If I’d been smart, I’d have said, “What would a man like you want with a wildflower like me?” But after his “anywhere,” the room filled again with glitter, and all I could see was starlight.

“Where to?” he said, holding open the door of his stretch Lincoln Town Car at the edge of the grand plaza, as the fountain’s waters glowed in triumphant arcs behind him. I looked around for Billy Wilder, to see if his ghost was directing the scene. I searched for Samuel Taylor, his scriptwriter, because I didn’t know my lines. What would Audrey say? I told him the address of my tenement on East Fifth Street and he repeated it to his driver, adding, “Take the long way through the park,” just like William Holden. He didn’t need any prompting. Then he closed the glass partition with his remote.

It was one of those flawless New York City nights in the early blush of spring. The scent of lilacs drifted in through the cracked window. I leaned back on the soft leather bench and imagined the landscape montage that George Cukor would insert into this scene. We’d see the whole Central Park, from glorious glimmering Broadway down to the Plaza Hotel. The camera would pan out past the tinted glass of the limo, as I rolled down the window to smell the early blossoms. We’d see deer and elk frolic with foxes; see night shadows form on the Loeb Boathouse, near where—later in the movie—Jeremiah and I would have our first kiss in a rowboat. Swans would float in a moonlight-reflecting lake.

“You must be new to the city. I’ve never seen you before,” said Jeremiah.

I opened my eyes. “There are eight million people in this city. You couldn’t possibly have met everyone.”

“But if I’d met you, I would’ve remembered.”


My cheeks grew hot. “It’s true. I just moved here.”

“You see? I was right. You’re new. The new new thing.”

It felt like a kind of anointment. Then the old movies turned Blake Edwards–Technicolor. Jeremiah’s limo pulled to a stop in front of Tiffany, where Holly Golightly took her breakfast. The light changed and the car continued down Fifth Avenue, and the whole glinting panorama came to life. The gold-plated shops were like so many old friends from my magazines: Bergdorf and Trump Tower, Gucci and Brooks Brothers, Cartier and Saks. We drove through the Disney glow of Times Square—I saw Carolines and the Walter Kerr, TKTS and MTV—and past the Fashion District all the way down to the East Village.”

Jeremiah’s leg was leaning against mine as we sat in the limo in front of my East Fifth tenement, and this was all the encouragement I needed to sit still and wait. The car idled and the driver’s stereo played something jazzy and low. “Are you a fan of stuffed cabbage?” he asked. “I didn’t even touch my poached salmon.”

The car dropped us at Veselka on Second Avenue, a well-lit diner that specialized in kielbasa and cold borscht. The train of my gown draped into the aisle, tripping the Polish waitress. I was leaning on one fist, gazing into the black puddles of Jeremiah’s eyes as he regaled me with stories of the film world, the art world, the poetry slammers, and the “sad, terrible struggles that artists face to get any recognition for their crafts.” He talked a one-man symphony, conducting with his fork. I poked my blintz and memorized each note.

At 1:30, when our plates were lifted away, he mentioned martinis. I confessed I’d never tasted one. Minutes later, we were standing in front of a nondescript door in a darkened alley getting appraised by an electronic eyeball. The door swung open to admit us into a tiny room with a glittering wall of spirits. It was a drinking establishment all right. But the bartender, a Teddy boy in an Edwardian zoot suit, had vetted all the guests.


Teddy cleared a spot for us at the bar and Jeremiah helped me up onto a stool. He ordered us a round of dirty martinis. I asked him what made them dirty, and he said, “The person you’re with,” placing a hand on my knee.

I said, “Maybe you’ve got the wrong idea about me.” But I didn’t move my knee.

He said, “I’ve got a few ideas about you.”

I said, “We’ll have to start from the first idea and work our way down the list.”

His first guess: “I bet in a few weeks you won’t even remember the girl you are today, the girl in front of me in this cotton-candy dress, these pink pumps, the big eyes, hungry for a taste of everything. You’ll be amazed to find that you’re a creature of the city, through and through.”

My naïveté was like so many buttons on a flimsy silk blouse. He’d undone them and I felt exposed. “I certainly hope that’s true,” I said.

He drained his martini glass. “Careful what you wish for.”

The bar was a music box. It wound up each time a new group of sanctioned visitors waltzed through the velvet curtain. A guy in a smoking jacket told Jeremiah he’d loved the latest Odyssey release, Chance Meeting at Midnight. Jeremiah answered that he wished he could take the credit, but the real geniuses were the grips.

“Everyone said I was a born candidate, like my dad,” he confided once his admirers dispersed. “But I’m really a very private person. Still, I needed to prove I was good for something.”

“I’m sure you’re good for plenty of things,” I said, leaning closer.

He moved closer too. “To me, you see, the arts are a more powerful tool. An intimate tool.” He moved his hand farther up my thigh. “A work of art can change everything, so I support groundbreaking artists. I buy their work; I encourage them. I give them the impetus to keep working. I can be very hands-on.”


He certainly was hands-on. His hands were all over the place.

I’d known my share of commune boys out west. I’d dated at Reed, young men with carefully disheveled hair who were eager to quote Kristeva. But I’d never been this close to a man who was so willing to play the part. Jeremiah didn’t apologize for having money; he flashed it. He didn’t play down his connections; he dropped names like a barman drops ice into a glass. And he wasn’t afraid to be forward. His hand sneaked unrepentantly from my knee to my thigh and I didn’t move to swat it.

Just before dawn, when his Town Car was back on East Fifth Street, my battered tenement already seemed like a relic of the salad days that would be over soon enough. In three or four days, it would be all sorted out. I’d have that Vanity Fair job, thanks to a few calls from Jeremiah to the right people, and I’d phone my mother from under the plush duvet in his penthouse flat to tell her I was permanently engaged back east.

Jeremiah leaned in to kiss me, right on cue. And then he backed me up against the limo. “Wow,” I said. “What a wonderful night. I can’t wait to see you again.”

“Mmmmm,” he said, and pushed at the side of my gown.

“I’d better get inside.”

“Sounds great,” he said.

I moved to the side, to press him away. Even if things happened fast in the movies, the first kiss always ended with a polite hat tipping at the door, a happy skip in his step as the leading man backed away. But Jeremiah wasn’t budging.

“Can I make you dinner next week? I’m a very good cook, and I…”

Now he stumbled back. He wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist. “No, no, not possible.”

“Not possible?”

“I’m not going to meet your mom, okay?”


“Of course not, silly; she’s in Oregon,” I said. “I mean, if she visited—”

He leaned against his limo and shook his head slowly. “You seem like a very nice girl, and we’ve had a good time tonight. But, uh, this”—his arm swept the air, to indicate, well, everything—“this doesn’t mean we’re dating, okay?”

“But what about…?” I was about to say it, to articulate my celluloid dream, as if he’d been in on it with me all along.

Jeremiah touched my
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