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    For anyone still becoming.
If this story makes you laugh, ache, or stay up too late, please leave a quick review.
Thank you.
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PREFACE
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Yes, this is a work of fiction for entertainment. So, anyone who knows me, don't get any funny ideas! Really, any use of famous names, brands or locations is purely fictional and used with artistic license to indicate and set a tone for the period of the novel, which is circa mid-nineties with a few flashbacks to earlier eras. 

Since I had one of the first text phones, you can trust my expertise on the nineties. I had AOL dial-up and a sweet, sweet Kyocera Palm Pilot flip phone. Pretty rad.

All characters are complete invention and not necessarily based on anyone's real life nor circumstances. However, I have spent much time in the locations herein and did my own personal stint auditioning in Detroit, Chicago, and primarily in Hollywood pounding the pavement as an actress for a couple of decades. I spent at least half my income on thick boxes of black and white headshots printed upon litho cardstock and at least half my time cutting actual paper résumés into 8x10s and stapling them to the back.

Meanwhile, I wrote this book in the wee hours, often after late-night improv shows while living in the 213, a crummy ghetto apartment in Westlake, LA not far from infamous MacArthur Park.

Please enjoy setting your own life aside for a while, as I did while writing it, to read and experience the adventures and misadventures in this lighthearted, fun, moving and uplifting story! 

With Appreciation, 

The Author
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Chapter 1
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HONEYMOON

Amber scanned the Fijian horizon for some sign of sunshine in the monochrome of gray. A last long drag on her cigarette and she chucked it into the shallow surf, quietly brooding. A cool wave lapped it into the ocean’s morning silence. Fish slept, rocks slept, sand slept, and her spirit too had fallen into a dull, blank coma. An experience that seemed peacefully liberating fourteen days ago suddenly appeared as glum as her old single apartment in Downtown Detroit.

Pushing a tendril of mousy hair back into its sloppy ponytail, Amber couldn’t believe she could be bored of Paradise so quickly. Two weeks into a fresh marriage and she already hated herself. She hated her redundantly ridiculous life. She hated the thought of being here for yet one more long, supposedly exotic week, trying to pretend she wouldn’t have to leave. 

The Fijians had it right. A lone fisherman stood knee-deep twenty meters into the beginnings of a sunrise, casting out into the Pacific, as if solitude came by second nature. Amber wished she could be him, a content soul simply pacified by a calm image of a fish on a hook. Marriage felt like a deep hook within her, and she felt its choke tightening in her throat. 

She remembered being young, vibrant and giving a shit. Maybe that was less memory than fantasy. Amber couldn’t remember any particular moments of satisfaction. Not today. If only she could swim out and never stop until the mighty ocean helped her disappear. If only she could feel the peace of this morning instead of dreading breakfast which would be in less than fifteen minutes. If only her life could be like the kava ceremony she’d witnessed last night, with old familiar friends circling a single goal: enjoying the moment. 
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AMBER WALKED DOWN THE imported Italian marble aisle as if in a dream. Her dress felt like a soft white cloud. Her smile wide, like the wings of an airplane. Every atom of her lovely body felt like soaring. She caught a glimpse of her own bronze flesh as she turned and grinned for a nearby camera. One swing of her head went left, then one right to lock eyes with Uncle Brian (crying, by the way) and straight forward. There stood Mr. Right and Wonderful, a.k.a. Aaron Spinnaker, a.k.a. Steel Fingers Wildboy. Steel couldn’t have looked sexier than he did today. His tight long black pants flared slightly over expensive lizard boots. His wiry build looked straight and tall under a velvet Sergeant Pepper tailcoat covering his impeccably tailored white linen wide-collared shirt. 

Steely, as Amber called him, was a rock star in every sense of the word. A steady diet of fast motorcycles, whiskey from the bottle, and stunningly rich exotic friends kept his expression perpetually beaming. Amber loved the way he could make her laugh. 

He cracked her up as irreverently as ever when he proposed, screaming over his concert crowd’s din as he rode onstage upon an African elephant’s back. 

“You marry me?” He asked, pointing at her and himself.

“What?!” Amber had mouthed from her spot in the front row.   

Cupping his hands around his mouth, Aaron yelled as he rode closer to the lip of the stage, “I said, will you marry me or what, you little smartass?” 

“What the fuck...?” 

Aaron dismounted the giant beast with help from two rather tall pleather-clad females and rushed over to the edge. A bouncer tossed Amber up as Aaron scooped her onto the lip of the apron. “I asked you to be Mrs. Wildboy,” he screamed directly into her ear. She felt her long gold earring pressing into the side of her neck.

“Mrs. Steel-Fingers?” She had returned sarcastically.

“Mrs. Aaron Spinnaker,” He looked deep into her green eyes. Amber felt her lip curling into a smile. She hated her natural smile. Too gummy. Secretly, she hoped no one was snapping any pictures at the moment. A kiss served as her reply, and seconds later, Aaron had become Steel Fingers Wildboy again, several yards away, owning the heck out of his electric guitar. Amber floated backstage, escorted by a huge skinhead bouncer, and drank several glasses of champagne until the evening's images bubbled into a noisy blur.
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AMBER SHOOK HERSELF into reality. The beach was still uninhabited besides herself and the lone fisherman who had become a small silhouette against a hazy backdrop of twinkling water ripples. I have to get out of here. 

A moment later, she had lost one sandal but still found herself running toward the thatch-roofed open-air lobby of their resort. It had begun to softly rain, which Amber noted as a sign. Around two more bends, she'd be able to catch the concierge before Aaron showed up for breakfast buffet service. 

Amber took note that ahead on her trail, a final pass through the resort’s green hilly grounds would take her adjacent to their assigned private buré bungalow six, so she ducked down beneath its window and crawled low, past two wet tropical flower plots on her way. Her light cotton batik skirt soaked up brown mud on both knees, but she didn’t care. She was getting the hell out of here.

Rounding one more railing to turn into the front desk area, Amber took a close call as Aaron almost saw her. He stumbled tiredly onto the dining balcony. She zipped around one last pillar and hunched to fast-walk a final stretch behind a long low wall divider adorned with geometric Fijian woven mats. A fuzzy-haired woman with a wide white smile greeted her.

“Bula, Mrs. Spinnaker. You have found yourself in the rain this morning,” she let out a hearty laugh. Amber looked a total mess.

“Yes. I have to hurry to catch the next flight from Nadi,” She replied, avoiding eye contact. Something about Fijians made her hate lying to them. “There's a, uh, family emergency and I need to return to the United States. Please tell your driver I will need a ride into the city right away.” 

“I am sorry that I did not know this,” said the woman, scratching her head with the back of a pen. “No one told me you had received a message.”

“It was on my email,” Amber lied again, looking down at her single rain-soaked sandal. 

“I will let Sanji know right away.”

Amber waited on one of the lobby deck’s wide wicker chairs, kicking her lone sandal off to hide it under her seat. Fijians do everything barefoot, so why not? She clasped her small shoulder purse on her lap, glad she had decided to bring her wallet and identification with her this morning as she crept out of the buré under the protection of Steely's loud smoker's snore. No point letting the anticipation drag on all day, frantically searching for exit routes with new heavy-petting husband in tow. 

It seemed an age before Sanji pulled up in his clunky white van the resort staff used for everything. Amber jumped in, lying that her luggage was all set to be shipped by her husband. She spent the entire forty-minute drive staring out a rattling window as gossamer sheets of rain washed the palm-lined landscape. Sanji played a Shania Twain CD and sang along with it most of the way, tapping the steering wheel with one hand. His shiny silver digital watch made a faint jingling sound to the beat.
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Chapter 2
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DETROIT

Apartment 14’s door creaked open to a familiar musty smell, carrying a puff of stale warmth toward Amber’s face as she stepped inside. Two locks, one chain, and she turned toward the empty room. The carpet still showed dents where her few furniture pieces had been, now donated to Purple Heart. There had been no need to keep her self-assembled cheap collection rounded up from Ikea, Target and a local garage sale when she had moved out of her uncle’s house a few years ago. At least her electricity was still on, Amber noted. She hadn’t yet told her landlady she had moved out last month, and Aaron had pre-paid rent through August as a gift for her last birthday.
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“WHAT DO YOU WANT?” Steely asked, lifting another fresh beer bottle to his lips. “Anything. You want to move in with me? A tattoo of my face on your little arse, what?”

Amber laughed, stroking his forearm where two tight veins bulged out of his smooth white skin. She loved his Irish brogue and didn’t think it would ever cease to charm her. Thoughts of waking up next to Steel, having a cup of coffee on his West Coast oceanfront home’s rear porch filled her mind. Cautiously, she chose her next words.

“Aaron. The only man I’ll move in with is going to be my husband.” 

Steely grabbed her biceps and pulled her in close to his face. He smelled of thick cigar tobacco and cologne. A long kiss told her that his feelings were serious, but he chose not to respond to the marriage hint for the time being. 

It was all for the best, as Amber really wasn’t ready to say yes yet. She still had a chance to make it on her own. She could finish up the Equity play she was in, and move herself to Hollywood. Since high school, she had wished to play hard, suffer hard, and win big eventually. On her own terms. Knowing Steely would be out there waiting for her on the Southwest Coast with an on-call limo driver and a swimming pool only fueled her incentive to stay the course for now.

“Fine then, you play hardball. I’ll keep your ass in that rank apartment until you move to L.A. with me.”

“With-?” Amber searched his face. Steely cut her off with a wave of his silver ringed hand. “Until you move to L.A. on your own.” He answered, already halfway into their next kiss.
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A TEAR IN THE HEAVY plastic beige curtain revealed that dusk had begun to fall. Amber stepped past the curtain and onto Apartment 14’s tiny wooden balcony, lighting up a cigarette from her purse. Watching the sun go down gave a simple pleasure for several minutes as she tried to calm a hyper-anxious feeling in her stomach. Deciding the feeling was hunger, she headed out for an egg sandwich from Dino’s across the street.

Ninety minutes later, glad to have shared a pot of decaf with Dino’s wife and co-restaurateur, Sharon, Amber headed back home for the night. The carpet felt scratchy but oddly welcome as she lay down in the center of the empty room’s 17’ by 19’ floor. Amber watched as shadows from a nearby tree fluttered across the hole in her balcony curtain, blinking slowly until sleep came over her like the blanket she didn’t have.
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NICK THE BARTENDER had just finished an obnoxiously fast and stubbly-rough round of oral sex when he began climbing up Amber’s abdomen one sticky kiss at a time. She knew he would be devouring her mouth soon, just as anxiously as he had tried to please her down below. Or at least tried to impress he was talented at pleasing her. Not so much. Four wet-placed kisses later and she found herself annoyed that Nick had paused to rivet her already sore nipple a few more times on his way up. 

Amber liked the dizzy feeling Nick’s living room provided, with a red bulb in the bedside lamp and a wildly contemporary mural painted on his ceiling. She let the overhead paint colors blend together as her eyes closed slightly and she focused only on the hazy flavor of gin and lime still lingering on her tongue. Feigning tremendous pleasure, Amber had begged Nick to give it to her now. If he didn’t get it over with, she knew she would fall asleep any minute. He pumped into her like a starved woodpecker seeking the last termite of spring. Sex did bring a certain amount of freedom, but sex with Nick tonight seemed more like a necessary chore. 

Gripping her hips now, Nick’s face showed the telltale signals he was ready to finish. His eyebrows merged together and he bit his lip in a hilarious white-man’s overbite. Amber almost laughed, but then his eyes flashed a devilish look that appeared more scary than funny. Slam, slam, wiggle and done. Amber rolled to her side and grabbed her Kools from the nightstand.

Nick had a goofy phone shaped like red lips and a clock that looked like it came from a Disney souvenir shop. Its silver bells reminded her of panda ears above the pot-bellied shape of the black and white timer. Four-twenty-seven in the morning. Amber had to be nuts to stay up so late with their own goddamn bartender. Nick was harmless company; never serious anyway, with both nipples pierced and a tattoo of wrought-iron filigree entwined with rose blossoms cuffing his left wrist. 

They had finished closing Chazzy's Saloon around two o’clock when Nick lined up shots of lemon-drops for the cocktail girls. This ritual seemed to repeat every night of their five-day workweek. Amber liked Nick’s warm scent as he leaned in to smell her hair after her third shot. She was sure it must reek of smoke and hairspray. He glanced down her low-cut white T-shirt and touched the tiny angel-shaped tattoo on her left breast. 

“Hmm, you have inked yourself,” Nick chuckled at his own wit. Amber wrapped her own hand tightly around his decorated wrist. Flirting, she rubbed it seductively as she whispered, “Your tat reminds me of Westminster Abbey.” Still sober enough to catch herself laying it on a bit thick, Amber wanted the attention tonight. The other three girls had worked at Chazzy's forever, but a new girl like her always took a while to get comfortable. When they clocked out, Amber wasted no time climbing the narrow stairs behind the bar up to Nick’s flat. She imagined this initiation probably repeating for each waitress during her first few weeks at Chazzy's Saloon.

“I like you,” Nick cooed, taking her hand to help her up the last step.

“I like this job,” Amber lied.

Moments later, Nick was pouring her a second gin and tonic from a small bottle and Amber found her hands unbuckling his canvas army-green belt. 

Now she found herself too tired to sleep, enjoying the tiny lift buzzing from her smoke. Nick returned from the bathroom, took a puff from her and promptly fell asleep. Amber found her lacy things, shook her ass back into her miniskirt and tall boots, and headed for the door. Just before exiting, she made one last glance toward the nightstand table, grabbed the last third left of Nick’s gin bottle and took off.
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Chapter 3
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MALIBU

Steely carried her over the threshold twice: once at his Malibu home and once on the way into bungalow six on Maravu. The first time Amber felt the thrill of wifedom. She glanced around the beachfront home and soaked in its hardwood floors, mirrored walls and tall narrow Cape Cod style windows. A fireplace blazed at the flick of a hidden switch in Steely’s lofty travertine mantle. A maid named Cindra had brought them each a two-hand-sized Cuervo margarita and hastened to a shy exit. The night sky opened through a giant open view, promising an endless universe of expansive opportunity. Amber sighed into Aaron’s lap seated on his faux lambswool fireplace throw and fell into a deep sleep.

Morning brought scones with creamy butter, fresh-squeezed orange juice and espresso so smooth she could hardly feel it pour down her throat. Aaron had awakened early to finish some last-minute arrangements at the studio and Amber found herself accompanied only by loud early Malibu surf and a quiet maid. She watched Cindra clear breakfast, wipe expansive granite countertops and collect a garbage bag from its hidden under-counter basket. Amber stepped back in through the patio door to refill her coffee mug when the answering machine destroyed her.

“Hey, yeah, Steel-Fingers, it’s A.J.” The voice belonged to Aaron’s manager, she knew, “I showed those pictures of your little girlfriend to Kyle and it’s a no-go, man. She’s too chubby for one, and her vibe is so Midwest,” he practically sneered, “The best he’ll do is set up a meeting with a commercial agent. She can’t pass as a teenager with that rack, and way too short for any model stuff. Seriously, man, I can’t keep plugging these bitches for you. Get her on a diet and maybe we’ll talk.” Beep, click and out.

Amber noticed her hand had found its way to her belly, slightly distended from breakfast and a late period. For a moment she and Cindra locked eyes before the statuesque blonde maid briskly left the kitchen. 
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“Bitch?” Amber shouted at her husband, who had yet to look up from opening his mail. “Apparently you haven’t told anyone that I'm your wife?” 

Steely opened another envelope as though it contained the answers to the meaning of life. He unfolded the paper inside. Amber could tell it was a credit-card pre-approval form, junk mail. She slammed a large wooden planter containing Japanese orchids and pussy willows from its pedestal. Steely did not flinch, but headed upstairs to his office and gently closed the door with a click.

He found her outside later, sweating from a furious run along the beach, just as she plunked down on his home’s redwood rear stairs. Amber stared at the sand stuck to her feet, fighting tears as her heart began to soften at Steely’s touch. He pulled her into his chest, promising that her career would launch to a great start as soon as they returned from their honeymoon. They had only three hours left to gather their luggage and grab dinner on the way to LAX.

“You'll adore the islands,” he reassured her, quietly whispering in her ear, “It's paradise.”
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Chapter 4
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DETROIT

Only three ladies remained in the gray-carpeted waiting room. Amber tried to calm her nerves, knowing there wasn’t enough time to sneak one last cigarette before they would call her name. She noticed her headshot was getting damp on the edge where her sweaty hand clutched its margin.

Inside the audition room, two men and a tall tart woman sat behind a large brown table. They had a big bowl of M&Ms mixed with individually wrapped Starbursts to share between them. The woman held a venti Coffee Bean cup, from which she seemed to keep drinking what appeared to be the last swallow. 

Amber held the script sides in her left hand and didn’t know what to do with her right. She decided to shove it in the front pocket of her dark purple blazer to give the appearance of confidently planting still. The lines were stupid, and the three-chip digital camera on a tripod looked cheaper than the one she and Mr. Spinnaker had used for their trip to Fiji. 

Feeling like an ass, the five-and-a-half-foot actress attempted to give a shit about Ford’s upcoming stock options. Detroit auditions were almost always devoted to the auto industry. At least if she booked this, Amber knew no one would ever see her suck ass in an in-house training video. She would be six hundred dollars wealthier and could afford a one-way coach flight back to Hollywood on her own bank account. Finishing a final gesture to the crappy little camera, Amber smiled as the three corporates whispered. 

Scary Coffee Woman took yet another worthless swig from her cup and muttered an annoyed “Thank you,” without looking away from her contemporaries. Neither of them glanced in her direction either. Dejected, Amber slothed off toward her bus stop. Time to serve more booze to lonely urban losers again. 

#
[image: ]


FOUR MONTHS IN MICHIGAN qualified for what Amber called Sweater Weather. Today, a V-necked navy shirt over a black camisole top kept her warm enough to sit outside on a stone bench at Kensington State Park and enjoy the quiet buzzing of some nearby bees pollinating a group of yellow daffodils. Her hangovers had become a comfort zone for these early morning nature calls. 

No matter what life rains down, Amber’s mother wrote once, find some sunshine in a garden. She closed her eyes and tried to hear her mother’s voice in the wind. Tucking one loose end of her brown hair behind one ear, Amber knew she couldn’t remember how Mom had sounded. She died when Amber was three, and Amber never really understood the painful and complicated story behind it all.

When Amber was around ten, she had found a journal that had belonged to her mother in an old box with broken teacups and a few scratched, coverless record albums in Uncle Brian’s basement. Brian hadn’t saved much of his sister’s memoirs, and Amber knew he probably had not even known about this box. One corner was worn away by either years of moisture damage or rat gnawing. She imagined a family of rats sniffing around down here, just like the mice in her favorite book at the time, The Littles. Ten-year-old orphans took stories about happy mice families very seriously. There might have been a Dad Rat, a Mom Rat and several rambunctious little Rat Children scurrying around down there for years, calling Uncle Brian’s basement their home while little Amber slept upstairs in her silver daybed. Amber sat on a dusty piano bench and placed the journal in her lap.

The cover featured a frame around an actual fabric inset embroidered with a chubby owl in classic seventies colors of burnt umber, mustard yellow and brick red. The owl’s eyes had tiny knots for pupils that stuck out past the level of the journal’s surface. Amber ran her hand over it and pictured her mother’s delicate long fingers embroidering it. Dad would have been around still then, too, and they would have been sipping red wine or eating popcorn from a wooden bowl together. The record spinning would have been Judy Collins, and maybe the song Both Sides Now would play. 

Each entry contained fragment sentences and doodles. Mrs. Paige had not dated nor organized her thoughts. Her writing looked almost like artwork, scrolling and long with no regard to the faint line guides on each page. Allison Paige did not love rules. 




I hear the baby crying. He has an earache and I think: IS THIS THE FIRST PAIN HE WILL ENDURE? 


She had written next, beside a blue-penned doodle of two apples and a flower:


Will he be happy? I love this boy more than even my darling Steven. HOW CAN I NOT BURST OPEN AND FLY OUT OF MY BODY? 



Amber turned toward later entries. Some pages had none of the flamboyant scrolls in their margins. The writing looked lighter here, small and on the lines:


This man doesn’t know how 

To hurt like a lover. 

He looks at me and I am not there. 

He feels me and I am not moved. 



My heart is gone under.

Underground is my heart.

The earth shelters the dead

From sorrow again but I am not moved.



I wait to feel anything tomorrow

When he and I can touch again.

I wait for comfort from the earth.

While near this man I am not moved.



I long for earth to be my cover

Who shelters me from this mother fucker.



The ten-year-old slammed the book closed and hid it in her shirt as she stole away upstairs, passing where Uncle Brian slept on the couch. MTV’s nighttime veejay’s voice cut through the white noise like a gentle hand through fog.

Now the park bees were becoming antsy, landing on a half-eaten blueberry muffin Amber had set down on the bench beside her. If she’d brought her cigarettes, the smoke might scare them off. A cigarette would have tasted perfect right now. 

Amber leaned her head back and closed her eyes, leaving the muffin where it sat, covered with a small family of excited insects.
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Chapter 5
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CHICAGO

Aaron’s familiar ring tone jarred Amber awake. It was only midnight for him on the West Coast, but she needed some beauty-sleep for an audition tomorrow at ten. A minute later a single beep woke her again. Each following minute another beep reminded her to check a message. Amber rolled off the pull-out couch. Not an easy feat, considering it dipped down in a deep valley where the supporting center crossbar had been busted in half. She pulled down her gray tank to cover the top of her panties, just in case John’s creepy brother was still up. Crossing the living room into the apartment’s paint-chipped foyer, Amber snatched her cell phone off the sideboard and clicked it off. Faint snorts from behind closed doors told her that John and Paul were each asleep in their own rooms for once. 

John usually worked days and Paul worked nights at the Daily Grill, so Amber rarely had the unfortunate pleasure of dealing with both Italian brothers at the same time. She learned within weeks of staying with them that one Italian plus one Italian did not equal two Italians, but rather it summed into a room full of loudness escalating to near-constant fever pitch.

John’s love-making wasn’t much different, but hey, they weren’t a couple, so who cared? He got a friend-with-benefits, and her benefit included one free bed to sleep on until she could find a place of her own. She could kick herself at the thought of her little old Detroit apartment 14 just sitting there, paid up for one more whole month.

Flopping on the squeaky thin mattress, Amber checked her latest message from Steely. Of course, he said all the same things he had been saying in messages for the last several weeks. Where the hell was she? Was she coming back? And if she was, then she should hurry up because his balls could only handle so much blue. 

Steely’s accent made even the stupidest phrases sound intelligent. She tried to convince herself that in Ireland he probably sounded half-American and maybe even obnoxious to everyday folk. Good God, he kept a monstrous Escalade parked in his Irish father’s garage, which he had shipped there as soon as he became chummy with some of A.J.’s rapper clientele. How pretentious he must appear to his old playground buddies there! 

She chuckled to herself, challenging her mind to scan for negatives about him. Trying not to remember how their trip to his homeland for Valentine’s Day had become a turning point in their relationship, leading to a fairytale princess destination wedding in the stunning Chiesa Italiana di San Pietro in Clerkenwell. Aaron had seen Amber's face when she saw a wedding magazine shot of the location. One squeal and a smile, and he made it happen, stat. She’d never been to England, Ireland, all that Europe! Stones, bridges, trees. All blurry surreal memories which seemed to belong to some other person.

Only a handful of Aaron’s closest family and friends had attended the ceremony. One guest from her side. Then Steely’s father had insisted Uncle Brian accompany him home and stay on in Ireland the following week, drinking warm beer while his guest's newlywed niece enjoyed warm weather in the South Pacific. 

These snapshots of kindness and romantic fantasy were hard to shake. Amber couldn’t sleep again. Why did he have to call her when she actually had a decent audition at CBS in the morning? 

She lit up and took a few puffs, staring at her own distorted reflection in John’s 19-inch television screen. I am a firebreather. They will book me tomorrow because I am dangerously hot. She checked herself out as she lowered her smoke out of the TV’s frame. Her face looked clownish and her shoulders sloped. She flashed a smile. Yuck. Crushing the smoke into an overflowing orange glass ashtray, Amber laid back down to fight with her eyelids for several minutes.

Sitting up, she decided to get tired another way. She ran a comb through her long wavy hair until it snagged at the bottom. Good enough. She took a swig of warm gin from a bottle next to her couch-bed and padded her way down the creaky wooden hallway toward John’s room.
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AMBER NORMALLY WOULD have resented schlepping twenty-one blocks back to Johnny’s place in Chicago’s humid July heat. Over her forearm, she carried a folded black suit coat from the audition she’d just left. Its synthetic fabric seemed to emit its own heat. A pale peach tank top clung damply to her, especially on the left side where a microfiber messenger bag rested against the curve of her waist. It bumped jauntily against her with each light step. Sweeps of hair clung to the back of her neck, but she didn’t care. 

A homeless older man gave a dirty sneer as she passed his real-estate claim of one sidewalk bench and a medium-sized box. He seemed sincere enough so Amber graced the fellow with a healthy grin. 

“I wanna suck the juice outta those melons!” He called out after her. 

“Thank you very much,” she replied politely.

Even the fruit cart man seemed genuine as she paid for a banana with three quarters. “Here you go,” she offered, “Exact change.”

The man placed the coins in his apron pocket and without looking up from behind his baseball cap visor muttered, “Wish I was that banana.”

“Ha, I heard that,” Amber surprised herself by actually continuing the exchange. The man quickly refocused his attention on a businessman who bought two bananas and a can of orange juice. 

“You must be hungry,” she said to the guy as they both headed in the same direction.

“You must be looking for a date,” He shook his head, lifting a ringed left hand. “Sorry, honey, not interested.”

Amber stepped up her speed and dug her MP3-player out of her bag. A moment later, the Red Hot Chili Peppers serenaded her for the rest of the walk home. 
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AN ELECTRIC SOUNDING rendition of the Hallelujah chorus interrupted Amber and Paul as they strategically ignored each other over a dinner of macaroni and cheese with turkey hot dogs. Watching Paul lap up the orange goop as if he were the family cat, Amber flipped open her phone and held it to one ear. Paul drank a hefty gulp of Coke and went back at his bowl. The line sounded like her agent’s assistant, Carol Ann.

“Hey, what’s up,” Amber asked, shoving a small enough bite in her mouth so she’d have finished swallowing by the time her turn came to speak again.

Paul watched his bowl emptying in front of him. The news from his end sounded positive. Grouchy-bitch Amber just might take a night off from her constant moaning about how bad her life sucked. Maybe he wouldn’t even get awakened later by another late-night pathetic plea for his brother’s sexual attentions and her even more pathetic attempts at sounding like she was having multiple orgasms. Paul hoped for her sake that her acting fared better at auditions.

He was sorry that he ever pointed the chick out at Denny’s a little over a month ago. She looked so thoughtful there alone at a smoking table, puffing away while she sipped a hot chocolate and stared
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