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Nicky Faime was an actor who played a cop to perfection. His
dark eyes pierced. His measured words convinced. He was a drag
net. He couldn’t help it. He was born that way.

Nicky had forty-four years of life under his belt, twenty-six as
an actor. For all his pretending, as Nicky called it, he now pulled in
an easy ten anytime he signed. His lifestyle was costly, but Nicky
wasn’t worried. His box office showed no signs of slumping; so he
knew the industry would just keep on pumping out any Nicky
Faime project it could get its hands on.

Expectedly, Nicky’s career was a jaded reality, and his
aspiration to play meaningful roles remained out of focus. Sure,
Nicky thought he could act; but his looks and charisma that were
once his ticket onto the big screen and made him a star, were
now in his way of discovering any substantial talent he might
possess. Nicky had made thirty different movies, but exposing his
full range of ability never stood a chance, because as Nicky knew
better than anyone, those thirty different movies were really only
one movie. They were one movie made thirty different ways.

Sunken deep into his leather couch, Nicky read the last line
of a script. Without contemplation, he tossed it toward a messy
heap of previously rejected scripts. It fell short, landing on the
front page of a newspaper whose scattered pages swept
through the spacious living room to join a haphazard installment
of empty wine bottles, dishes and ashtrays.

Are all the great writers dead? Nicky wondered, as he rose
from the couch. He dragged his feet over to the ditched script



then kicked it onto the reject heap. Nicky had read each script in
that pile, and during the course of it all had managed to acquire
the impressive disarray he now wallowed in.

There were times Nicky felt at peace in this room, his living
room. There was oneness about the way the Neo Deco interior
design worked with the Art Deco architecture. Oneness was Zen,
and Zen was in. Yet, there was nothing Zen about the
unceremonious dispersion around him. Nicky had fallen into an un-
Zen bohemian existence, more befitting of a tortured searching
artist than a jaded frustrated actor.

Fact is; it had taken Nicky three weeks to waste his living
room. Three weeks and one day ago he’d given llena, his full-time
personal assistant, time off with pay. Carlos, his major-domo, had
been offered the same deal.

After that Nicky had sequestered himself, had done nothing
but read any script his agent, Leo, had sent him. Nicky had
wanted to work, but he had craved a role to shake off his
stereotype. Nicky hadn’t cared about the money. He’d cared
about an award winning worthy part.

Christ, I’d do a student movie if | could break free, Nicky had
sworn to Leo at that time.

Nicky had then asked Leo to send over all the latest script
submissions, and not just the one’s that had made Leo’s real-
money cut. Nicky had wanted to see the lower budgets and the
arty independents. Nicky had wanted to read them all for himself.
Leo could have missed something.

The first thing Nicky had done once the scripts had started
arriving was to blur the line between days and nights. By closing



every curtain, blind or drape in the apartment, Nicky had staged a
darkened seamless world for himself.

The second thing Nicky had done was to drag a reading lamp
out from his den and position it behind a corner of the sofa. Then
once the scripts had all been piled on the coffee table, he’d
grabbed a coffee, lit a smoke and stretched out on the couch.
Nicky had read and read, until all was read.

All was read because Leo wasn’t sending over any more
scripts, not until he got some feedback from Faime.

Leo had been Nicky’s agent from day one, and had called him
Faime from day one. To everyone else he was Nicky, Nicky Faime
or Mr. Faime. Anyway, Nicky hadn’t called Leo since he’d begun
reading. Nicky also hadn’t shown up at any scheduled event for
the last three weeks.

Nicky didn’t need to call Leo just to hear Leo tell Nicky to at
least make the odd public appearance!”

“Appearances,” Nicky scoffed out loud, rubbing his chin’s
near beard, as he shuffled over to a marble sculpture conscripted
into a table for a pack of cigarettes and a remote.

Nicky pulled a smoke out of the pack, fired it up and took a
couple of drags deep into his lungs. He stretched his arms out,
feeling the cigarette’s addictive refreshment.

As he exhaled, Nicky glanced around for an ashtray. They
were all full. He spotted a ceramic dish on the coffee table, and
retrieved it. As he moved the dish over to the pedestal, he
moaned. Nicky was remembering that it was the last of Carlos’



homemade frozen microwave dinners, last night’s dinner. “What
the hell am | going to eat tonight?” he wondered out loud.

Nicky scooped up the remote. With the push of a button,
floor to ceiling window treatments parted letting in a pearl gray
day. Its falling snow mysteriously diffused Nicky’s Upper West
Side view over Manhattan. Soaking up his apartment’s view was
an inspiration to Nicky, an inspiration he’d deprived himself of for
three weeks. Now, after such a lengthy deprivation, the
inspiration was explosive. He’d counted on it.

What he hadn’t counted on was the sleazy chill he now felt
surrounding him. Nicky rubbed his arms in an effort to warm it
away. The chill escaped his attempt to erase it, and slid across
the back of his neck. He looked out on his shrouded view of the
city. It seemed an omen, a warning.

Nicky instinctively understood that he had to go out there,
but for what? He wasn’t sure. What he was sure of was that; in
three weeks he’d come to hungrily miss the world and all that its
Status Quo had to offer. He was ready to rejoin himself with the
external doings of life, to put his inner quest on a back burner. At
least that’s what he thought he was thinking.

Carlos is going to be pissed, Nicky groaned inside himself, as
he returned his attention to the living room. He scanned the
room for his Phone. He hadn’t seen it for days. He knew it was
out of juice. Nicky had tried calling it several times earlier in he
day, but his apartment had remained silent.

Within the darkened den-like mood of the apartment, Nicky
had taken a comfort in the chaos. At that time, it had seemed to
be an outer expression of his inner turmoil. Now in the light of



day, gray as it was, there was no comfort. There was only
confusion.

I’'ve got to get out of here, Nicky concluded, as he butt his
smoke. He grabbed the pack and the dish. He took off to llena’s
office, where it was tidy, where it was organized and where he
could think.

Nicky sat in llena’s chair, behind llena’s desk. He drank in
llena’s large uncluttered office.

Eight paintings, all contemporary, all American and all in faux
Deco frames lined the three walls that were without windows.
The window, its view of the park languishing between dark panne
velvet drapes, was the backdrop for llena’s conference area.
Brocade upholstered chairs with armrests were readied around a
fabulous Deco dining table, where they graciously awaited some
future scheduled meeting or important spur of the moment
happening.

Nicky’s decision to isolate himself had been an important
spur of the moment happening. It had totally taken everyone,
everyone except llena, by surprise. llena was never usurped by
anything Nicky did. She expected the unexpected. She was
always ready to simply unplug her power book, and head off in
whatever direction necessary.

Nicky scanned the polished surface of llena’s desk. He
stopped to admire the clean and perfect rectangle reserved for
her laptop. He threw his pack of smokes onto it. He placed the
dish beside it. Her land phone was in perfect ergonomic position
to his right. Nicky hit the speaker button, and thumbed in the
numbers that would take him to Lara St. James.



Nicky could hear ringing, as he was connected to Lara’s
phone. Lara, Nicky’s latest, was a gorgeous piece of work. She
was twenty-four years old, had long blonde hair to go with her
big blue eyes and a brimming C-cup. The mere scent of her
approaching intoxicated Nicky.

Originally from California, Lara had been raised on the
settlement plan. Meaning: her first serious relationship should
include marriage to someone of property, no pre-nup and at least
one child. Love could come in some later affair, once a generous
settlement had been reached.

Six months ago, Nicky and Lara had met on the set of his
latest movie. She’d secured a position in the Beauty Department.
Nicky found it appealing that Lara worked behind the scenes. It
made her seem real, unpretentious. Lara found it appealing that
not only was Nicky rich and famous, but attractive enough to
want to have sex with. Lara’s on the spot decision that Nicky
would be the father of her first child was a natural.

The ringing ceased and the luscious voice of Lara St. James
wafted through the speaker. “Oh Nicky! I've missed you so

much!”

“I missed you, too,” Nicky’s tone was static. “Dinner at
Bella’s?” He suggested.

“Sounds delicious!” Lara’s voice encouraged.
“Eight?”

“Great! Um, Nicky, | don’t know. | mean I’ve had a lot of time
to think about things while you’ve been on your quest for a



meaningful role. | mean you’re so deep and everything. | love
you!”

“I know.” Nicky responded, still static.” See you at eight.”

Lara continued purring goodbye as Nicky hit disconnect then
speed dial. llena was up. Her mere hello was full of efficiency.

“llena, holiday’s over. You’re back tomorrow. See if Carlos
can come in today. The place is a mess.”

“He’ll be there in an hour.” she responded, no hesitation.
llena had known all along Nicky’s retreat would end at any time,
just the way it had started. Ready! Set! Go! For three weeks, she
had waited in the gate.

Nicky stared at the frayed Designer jeans he was wearing,
scratched the scruffy patches of hair on his face and ran a finger
through his oily hair. The least he could do was to clean up before
the over-worried Carlos arrived. “Make it two hours,” Nicky
instructed.

“Understood,” llena replied. She didn’t bother to say
goodbye. She knew she wouldn’t get one in anyway.

Nicky hit speed dial. He took a cigarette and lighter out of
the pack then stuck the cigarette in the corner of his mouth. As
he was about to light it, the voice of Leo’s secretary interrupted.

“Good Morning, Leo Mann Agency! How may | help you?”

“Sylvie, it’s Nicky Faime. | want to talk to Leo!”



“Right away Mr. Faime!” Sylvie hid her crush on Nicky, Leo
Mann’s number one client, with over officiousness.

Leo Mann sat behind his desk, backlit in a window with a
power view of Manhattan’s business district. His desk, a large
piece of taupe tinted glass set on a stainless steel structure, had
no drawers. It was powerful, elusive and neutral, just like Leo.
That’s not to say he was without emotions, but Leo didn’t take
sides with his or anyone else’s feelings. It was a pragmatic
stance. It got things to happen. Of course all that neutrality was
covered up warmly with Leo’s own brand of bad jokes.

Leo was working his way through a pile of headshots and
wondering when the hell Faime would call when Sylvie put Nicky
through. “Faime, you back or just out for air?” Leo started with
his humor.

“I'm back,” Nicky stated.

“This is great news Faime, great news. So, did you like the
arty independent piece | sent you?”

“The Fish Fry?” Nicky’s voice sighed. “It reads like a recipe,
not a movie.”

“Well then, what about the gay detective musical thing.” Leo
asked.

“I don’t sing. | don’t dance,” Nicky reminded.
“Exactly!” Leo agreed then pointed out, “There’s the

stretch.” Nicky’s silence was Leo’s answer. “What about the low
budget vampire story? It’s got a good twist at the end.”



“What? So | could play a dead blood sucking cop in a cape,
again.”

Leo could hear the dissatisfaction in Nicky’s voice, and
understood there wasn’t anything in any of the scripts that would
change Nicky’s life. Leo had always known that. He also knew
Nicky had to ascertain that for himself.

“There’s nothing of import in any of the scripts you sent me.
It’s the same old crap.”

“I'm in complete agreement, Faime. What do you want me to
do?”

“Art can wait! I've decided to go for the money. At least
cash gets everything else | need, and maybe in the end even that
elusive role. Hell, | could hire a writer to do up one of my own
stories.”

Leo had heard all this before. He knew things sounded good
to go, at least for now. There was, however, the dangling leftover
about Nicky hiring a writer. Leo would keep his eyes on that, look
for diversions. He would push harder for a script that would break
the type casting. After all, Leo didn’t want a repeat of five years
ago.

Back then Nicky had become inspired to pen his own script.
As a result he had taken a writer, llena and Carlos to the
Bahamas. For six paradisiacal months they’d lived, worked and
played in a private villa beside the ocean. Unfortunately, the only
book that had come out of the deal was a ledger book of debits
totaling a cool half mil.



“So it’s back to work with a big studio.“ Leo led in
optimistically. “Should | toss the arty, low budget scripts?”

“Yeah,” Nicky confirmed. ”Big Studio, big money; what else
matters for now?”

“Nothing! You’ve made a smart choice Faime. All right, that
leaves four scripts in the running. There’s the two cop movies,
you’d play a detective in both. Then there’s the spy thing with
special effects. You’d play a double agent. Last one’s a western.
You’d play the sheriff. Any thoughts?” The input thing was a
huge key to working with Nicky, therefore, Leo was constantly
checking in at any point of the process.

“Yeah, | think we should pick the one with the highest dollar
offer. Oh, and If the winner’s the script where Detective Black
gets shot, you know the one?”

“Nine Black Lives?”

“That’s it! The scene when Black comes out of his coma, it’s
all wrong. Where’s his wife? See that scene gets rewritten. Make
sure they write Black’s wife in. Make sure | get some input before
they do it!”

“I know the scene. It should have hills but it’s flat. Faime, if
anyone can make it happen, you can. I'll be all over it.” Leo
assured.

“I know.” Nicky’s steady voice defaulted to a tone only Leo
knew.

Leo never could come up with a fast one when Nicky hit him
with the tone. It was straight from the heart, and nothing could



cut through. Leo went directly to sincerity. “It’s great to have
you back! This is good news, very good news,” Nicky interrupted
before Leo could finish.

“Hold on Leo! One last thing, some bad news.” As he spoke,
Nicky lazed back in llena’s chair putting his feet up next to the
smokes.

“What’s that Faime?” Leo asked not sounding bothered. All
the while Leo was thinking, it’s Faime’s health. | knew it!
Something’s wrong. There was nothing Leo needed less in this
world than for Nicky to be seriously ill.

Nicky finally lit the cigarette and took a huge drag. “I started
smoking again.” As he exhaled, a defiant wad of smoke pummeled
the speaker. Nicky hit disconnect.

Nicky took another drag and his mind drifted into Bella’s
restaurant, into Bella’s menu. Nicky was privately amused with
how Bella always tried to get Nicky to order another appetizer,
but he always got the Caprese Salad.

You’ll love this, Bella would say, as she’d point to an option
on the menu. However, before she could say the name of the
dish, Nicky would always interrupt. He’d insist to Bella that he
would never sacrifice one moment of eating Bella’s Caprese for
any other appetizer. That’s how delicious it is, he would tell her
as his eyes dove into hers. What could Bella ever say?

An intensifying nuisance from between two of Nicky’s fingers
convinced Nicky to stop daydreaming of tonight’s dinner. Nicky
saw that the source of the irritation was the cigarette searing
flesh between two digits, as it burned perfectly even toward its
filter.



The minor pain made Nicky angry. He defied it by crushing
the butt with the fingers it was burning, and then calmly placing
the extinguished coal in the ashtray. A tad of skin peeled painfully
away with the ash. Nicky winced, his vision blurred and all he
could see were smears of red and green. As Nicky blinked several
time to refocus, the sleazy chill he’d felt earlier found the back of
his neck again. Nicky began to wonder if he was catching a virus.

Maybe a hot shower will take care of the chill, Nicky thought,
as he arose from llena’s chair, | have to wash and shave anyway.



Lucille Brookers flared her nostrils and inhaled the nutty aroma
from a cup of hot black coffee. There was nothing she enjoyed
more on these cold winter days than an almost scalding lash of
java. She poised the cup eagerly to her lips. Her awaiting tongue
sensed too much heat so Lucille pursed her lips and blew gently,
dissipating the rising steam. Errant strands of her straight brown
hair fell toward the cup. As she tucked the hairs back behind her
ears, an open link in the Medic Alert bracelet that she was wearing
snagged them.

“Ah rats!” Lucille sighed loudly.

Loreen, Lucille’s thirty-seven year old kid sister stood across
the kitchen counter from Lucille. Loreen had a coffee of her own
that she was working on cooling with a spooning technique. She
looked up to see Lucille wrestling the bracelet into her hair.

“Hold still'” ordered Loreen. “You’re just making it worse.” She
leaned across, and took charge of the untangling. “Looks like
there’s a link that’s spread open, and some hair’s worked its way
in.”

“I can fix that later. Hey, | know, let’s hang in the kitchen while
we have our coffees.” suggested Lucille.

“No way!” Loreen was adamant. “l want to head right back to
the Shrine.” She drew Lucille’s hairs out from the bracelet.
“There,” Loreen triumphed. “You’re free. Let’s go!”



The sisters talked, laughed and sipped coffee as they strolled
through the hallway of the renovated hundred year old home. They
passed the archway that framed the eclectically furnished living
room, before arriving at the foot of the stairs.

Again, Lucille’s bracelet got tangled in her hair, so the sisters
paused to de-snarl. Once rescued from her hair, Lucille decided to
remove the bracelet until she would actually fix it.

“My coffee is finished,” Loreen reported, as Lucille spun the
bracelet on a finger.

Lucille drank the last of her coffee. “Mine too,” She reported
back. “We need to hit the kitchen for refills, and | should leave the
bracelet in the middle of the kitchen table. | absolutely can’t forget
to repair it, and | can’t take it upstairs. | might loose it in one of
those eBay boxes.

“Absolutely!” Loreen agreed.

The girls returned to the kitchen. Loreen poured their refills,
while Lucille placed her Medic Alert bracelet on a stark white linen
serviette in the centre of the kitchen table. With cups and laughter
temporarily sated, Lucille and Loreen returned the bottom of the
stairs. They carefully climbed the narrow steep staircase to the top,
opened the only door and walked into the Shrine.

Large enough to be someone’s apartment, it was impossible to
know what color the room was without looking up over the racks
and shelving to catch a patch of pale peach wall meeting an off
white ceiling.

Peering through the sliding glass doors that opened out to the
deck only offered more of the same. It was a large deck that should



be being used for pleasure, not the tarp covered extension of the
Shrine that it had become. Lucille secretly longed for thieves to
find their way up and take all the stuff hidden under the
waterproofed canvas, but no such luck.

Originally, when Lucille and her husband, Philip, had moved into
their Park Slope row house, the top floor had been unnecessary to
their living needs. So with Philip’s blessing and much to his relief,
Lucille had arranged the overflow of her career in it. At that time,
after a ten-year accumulation from working in the movies, it had
felt great to get all that stuff out of the way.

Fifteen years had slid by, and Lucille’s career had remained
hectic and rewarding.

As a result, the flotsam had mushroomed. It had become a
living breathing entity of the past, and had sneakily attached itself
to the present and future. It was a yoke-museum dedicated to
absolutely nothing important. After all, Lucille wasn’t a name on the
public’s lips. She never had been. She was a Costume Designer, a
behind-the-scener who had constantly pack-ratted wardrobe stock.
Lucille had intended to be ready for the clothing request from hell.

One of her reoccurring ordeals had been the bedtime phone call
from the First AD informing her that: the Director had changed his
mind about the look of the first scene up in the morning, Set Dec
would work all night repainting and refurnishing the set and Lucille
should bring in some previously not discussed clothing options to
show the Director. He’d like to see them at six a.m., before any
rooms were set.

To Lucille, there was nothing as desperate as the six am
wardrobe-sell. So, she had focused on collecting an alphabet of
garments, from argyle sweaters to Zoot suits. As it had been



quicker and easier to sell any piece of clothing if had had a Designer
label attached, she had collected Armani to Zegna.

As accessories could make or break an outfit, Lucille had made
sure she had kept plenty of those on hand as well.

There were racks and stacks of chachka in the Shrine. Six
decades of men’s ties took up two racks alone. They were all neatly
hung on cloth-covered hangers, fifteen ties to a cloth and thirty
cloths to a rack. Two-dozen cloths on another rack kept track of
belts, scarves, suspenders and gloves. Three-dozen plastic tackle
boxes organized adornments from earrings, bracelets and brooches
to cufflinks, glasses and watches. There was, however, only one
tiara.

What was the cost of all this? Well, thanks to wardrobe sales
and charity giveaways at the ends of shows, not much, not much at
all; so little it was hard to remember.

Continuing on, there were Lucille’s special souvenir clothing
pieces. Some outfits were period and some were contemporary.
Nonetheless, famous actors had worn all of them. Lucille had made
sure she had bought at least one outfit from every movie she had
ever worked on. Sometimes she’d buy more if they seemed worthy,
or if she had been able to get her hands on them, cheaply. Now she
wondered what the big deal had been.

Then there were the crew gifts that had accumulated: t-shirts,
baseball caps, coffee mugs, gym bags, deck chairs and other wares,
and all with the title of the movie emblazoned on them.

Not to be forgotten, there were Lucille’s gifts from some of
the stars, directors and producers. Items here ran the gambit from



unopened champagne and inexpensive Tiffany’s trinkets to signed
photos, letters and books with inscriptions.

It was a list that out-lasted, yet there was more. An entire wall
in the Shrine was bookshelves filled with reference. Books of art
reproductions, portraying historical figures, captured clothes of
yore. Books with photographs of contemporary clothing designs
captured days of now. Where images didn’t exist, historical writings
provided reams of print reference to whet the imagination.

Piles upon pile of old magazines were stacked beside towers of
new magazines; they took up an entire corner, and all for the
purpose of looking at clothes. Lucille picked up a book. Who needs
books when you’ve got the Internet, Lucille wondered. She turned
the book over in her hands. It felt good. She brought the binding to
her nose. It smelled right. She put the book back on the shelf.

Finally, there was the shelf dedicated to Lucille’s personal
portfolios. Here, her life’s work was captured in the form of
sketches, photos and DVD’s. It was a catalogue of clothes.

Clothes, the more she said it the more Lucille was sure it
wasn’t even a word. She hated clothes. Their fabrics suffocated
her. She loathed washing them. She resented getting in and out of
them. She considered joining a nudist colony, but managed to
settle on something a little more impractical.

Lucille had decided to create a new career for herself. She’d be
the curator of a Total Experience Art Showroom. The acronym
would read: TEAS. Lucille had laughed herself sick with the double
entendre.

Anyway, Lucille would invest her savings to make the gallery
happen. In her mind this was totally doable. Way she figured; she



was only fifty-two, and even though work had relentlessly leeched
her energy over the years, she still had more fire in her guts than
most.

Loreen broke the silence. “I can’t believe you’re just going to
give this all up. And aren’t you going to miss the excitement of
working in film?” Loreen asked for the ninth time since Lucille’s
passionate, not totally thought through and somewhat crazy
decision had been made. At least that’s the way Loreen saw it.

Lucille thought about getting up for five am calls, worse, the
nauseating six pm calls. She flashed on the indigestible catering and
repetitive craft service. She could feel the endless hours in a day,
and the six or seven-day weeks that could run for months on end.
She felt burnout. She felt burnout on burnout.

“No.” Lucille answered for the ninth time. She placed her cup
on the top of a taped up box, went to Loreen and gave her a big
sister hug. “You’re not supposed to worry, remember? I’'m in
complete control of everything. My future awaits me.” Lucille
snatched up a nearby sharpie and began writing on the box she’d
placed her cup on. The box wobbled and the cup rocked. “Well, |
think that’s it for the crew gifts,” she remarked.

Loreen moved Lucille’s cup to a windowsill. “I swear you’re an
accident waiting to happen.”

“But if any strays turn up we can throw them in another box.”
Lucille continued, ignoring Loreen’s last comment. “Really Loreen, |
don’t think any of this stuff is worth much money.”

“Oh don’t worry! I’ll get enough for some of it, and just the
sheer volume will make it add up.” Loreen was busy thumbing



through a rack as she spoke. “These designer pieces will bring in
the cash that’s for sure. And don’t forget, you get half.”

“Loreen, you’re a riot. You’re going to be living on eBay for
months.”

“And it couldn’t have happened at a better time, sis, you know
that. Know what else? This is going to be the most wicked job I've
ever had.”

Once Lucille had made up her mind to move on, she couldn’t
wait to tear down the Shrine. Every little piece, bit and scrap in the
room had a minute, an hour or a day’s worth of memories attached
to it. What a load, Lucille had thought, and had been electric to the
quick to set herself free from the past and its emotional baggage.

When Lucille had originally told Loreen she was changing
careers, razing the Shrine and getting the Goodwill to haul it all
away, Loreen had stared at Lucille with eyes that didn’t get it.

Who needs all this junk anyway, Lucille had asked in response
to Loreen’s extended gaze? Apparently, Loreen did.

The Goodwill is going haul it all away? Loreen had repeated the
phrase at least twice in a voice that had been hurt and angry. At
that point, Loreen had felt it necessary to remind Lucille that
charity began at home, and had insisted that all of Lucille’s so
called junk was worth something. Loreen had also pointed out that
she had been unemployed for months.

Look, Loreen had told Lucille, | really need the money. Loreen
had also told Lucille, even if you think you don’t need the money, |
have a strong feeling that it will come in very handy in your near
future.



Lucille had stood dumbfounded, as Loreen had presented her
passionate argument.

Here | am, stuck at home with no job when | could be
systematically selling your so-called junk off on-line, Loreen had
whined, her voice having had risen to a pitch heard only by dogs.
There’re auctions, there’s vintage and designer resale sites | can
consign with, Loreen had rationalized. She had carefully taken a
deep breath before she’d calmly made her final pitch. We could
have our own site. It’s the job and income | need right now. Ill
warehouse everything in my basement, and I'll do all the work.
Loreen had finished up with; we’ll split the profits fifty-fifty. What
do you say?

Lucille had wondered why she hadn’t thought of that, and then
had answered her own question to herself. Lucille had been so
consumed by her own changed needs that she’d fallen blind to her
sister’s needs. There’d be no more talking about it. Of course
Loreen would be in charge of the liquidation sale. So, the sisters
started packing and logging inventory lists.

Lucille was, in truth, enjoying this project. It required spending
time together with Loreen. It was more time than life had allowed
since they were kids. Time, Lucille reminded herself, exactly what
she would gain by changing the road she was on. There would be
time to do something else with life, before it was too, late.

“I've still got a couple of hours before | have to head home. We
could tape up some wardrobe boxes and start packing the men’s
wear.” Loreen was more than eager, “Might as well have as much as
possible ready for the first pick up on Saturday. | only wish Dan and
the boys could do it sooner.”



Lucille slid a tape gun from its precarious placement at the
edge of a crowded shelf. She aimed it at a stack of cardboard. She
squeezed a pretend trigger. Nothing happened.

“That never works!” laughed Loreen. “We’re going to have to
go at this the old fashioned way.”

Ten minutes later, the sisters had built three boxes, the metal
hanging bars secured into place and everything. They began filling
one with the ties.

Loreen estimated out loud. “These ties could bring in, mm,
maybe eight thousand dollars.”

“You really think you’re going to sell all those ties?” Lucille,
skeptical to the end, was amused to no end by the way Loreen was
making a professional business venture out of the Shrine.

“Eventually! We don’t need all the money right away, anyway.”
was Loreen’s practical response.

Laughing out loud was Lucille’s.

“Really sis, don’t underestimate the selling power of the
internet,” Loreen stated flatly. “Matter of fact, I’'m going to surf
around tonight, see if can get an idea on what your special pieces
might be worth. I'm thinking about reserved bids for those.” Loreen
was Sserious.

“You think?” Lucille pushed away the flattery that that thought
brought her. “In the end they’re only used clothes.”

“Listen to me! | know what I’'m talking about.” Loreen sounded
confident, savvy. “For starters, the costumes from that cheesy



horror movie you did about eighteen years ago, The
Handmaiden’s Hands, | know there’s more than one person out
there who’ll pay good money for those costumes.”

“Maybe!”

“Maybe nothing! It’s a huge cult classic now, and Nicky Faime
was in it.”

“But Nicky Faime wasn’t a star back then,” Lucille reminded.

“Well he is today, and didn’t you once tell me it was his first
leading role?”

“It was actually. He was almost twenty-four. | was already
thirty-four. He played a cop.”

“And if I'm not mistaken you once showed me a piece of his
wardrobe?”

“| kept the jacket from his black suit, the pants were wrecked
in a stunt,” Lucille recalled. “Nice guy and a great actor, but he got
stereotyped before he knew what happened.”

“That’s not the point. The point is we could get a thousand
bucks for the Nicky Faime jacket from The Handmaiden’s
Hands. It’s classified as movie memorabilia out there in collector’s
world, but it’s classified as cash in mine.”



A black Cadillac Escalade Hybrid moved more smoothly than its
name through a frozen New York night. Seiji, the owner of the
company that handled Nicky’s security, was behind the wheel. An
ex-sumo wrestler, he still packed half of his old weight and most of
his old might. He was chauffeuring Nicky and Lara to La Dolce
Donna.

Three years ago Seiji had started “Marshal Artists”, an unlisted
personal security agency. Seiji’s company'’s first gig had been to
provide red-carpet security at a tony off Broadway awards show. It
had been the highest end Boho event of the year. Seiji had headed
up the operation that he had assigned a dozen men to.

A crazed actor turned biker, stoned on E, had shown up to the
event. He had driven his motorcycle at full speed, breaking through
roadblocks and maneuvering by security checks. Nicky had watched
the fiasco from inside his hired Limo, which had just pulled up into
position at the top of the red carpet. As the maniac had made a
run for the carpet, Seiji had calmly stepped in front of the
oncoming motorcycle. The bike had been totaled. The Biker had
suffered serious injuries. Seiji had been winded.

Three days later, Nicky had asked Seiji if “Marshal Artists”
would be Nicky’s exclusive security and livery. Nicky had made a
generous offer. Seiji had gratefully accepted.

Of course Seiji could assign any of his men to Nicky; they were
all honorable men. However, if he was indisposed, Seiji preferred to
provide Nicky’s security personally. Tonight was one of those



nights. Seiji stopped for a red light. Two more intersections, a left,
a right and we’re at Bella’s, Seiji thought.

A five-star Italian Restaurant recently added to the TriBeCa
landscape, La Dolce Donna featured the culinary passions of Chef
Bella Donna Flores. Nicky had chosen it because he knew Bella,
loved her work and was inspired by her immaculate kitchens.

Whenever anyone went out to dinner with Nicky, he always
chose the place to eat, and it was usually Italian. He always knew
the chef. If he didn’t know the chef then he got to know the chef, if
only for the one meal. That was because Nicky had a lot of issues
around food such as: bacteria phobias, preferences for organic and
free range, nausea on just glimpsing at raw flesh and one small
allergy to peanuts that could kill him.

Nicky’s food demanding went on and on, and all in all was too
much for Lara to deal with. The only thing about food Lara liked
was eating it. That was understandable. Anytime Lara had prepared
a meal in the past, it had been inedible. It hadn’t been worth the
effort. She’d given up long ago.

When Lara was with Nicky the food was always to some degree
better than great. She didn’t care whether they ate out, or Carlos
made them a meal to die for at Nicky’s. What Lara cared about was
her physical appearance. That also, was understandable. Laura was
a natural beauty, and whenever Lara did her hair and make-up, she
looked extra naturally beautiful. It was so worth the effort. She’d
never give up.

Usually, Nicky’s eyes would be soothing themselves on Lara’s
alabaster complexion. His fingers would be preoccupied with her
hair all golden and tumbling around her shoulders and breasts.



However, tonight Lara’s legs demanded Nicky’s attention. The
backs of his fingers soothed themselves on the sheer black nylons
Lara was wearing with her little red dress. For Lara it was an e-zone
event. For Nicky it was an intoxicant. Nicky had been turned-on by
those stockings in the nineties. Yet, he’d never imagined that he
could have had become as sexually stimulated by them, as he was
now. Where the hell had Lara found them? Were they back in style?
Whatever, Lara was wearing them, and that’s what counted.

“We’ve arrived, Sir!” Seiji announced formally, as he pulled up
to the front door of La Dolce Donna.

La Dolce Donna graced the main floor of an historic gabled
brick building converted to condos. The restaurant itself featured a
ceiling twenty feet high, and Bella had gone to great lengths to
have it painted faux Sistine Chapel.

Tables were spaced well apart from each other, leaving ample
room for dining privacy, a privacy that was enhanced by the
strategic placement of small trees and shrubs. Fresh colorful floral
arrangements picked up where the greenery left off. Each dining
area felt lush. Each was VIP.

Less tables and longer dining experiences meant fewer meals
during the course of an evening. That’s why there were no prices
on the menu; Bella couldn’t afford patrons who needed to know.

Bella had become ecstatic when she’d found out she’d be
cooking for Nicky on such a perfect winter’s night.

It had been more than obvious, in the past, that Bella had
adored Nicky. However, any ardor was truly as a friend, a friend
who could help make her new restaurant a success by his mere
patronage.



Well before Nicky and Lara had arrived, Bella had selected a
bottle of one of her finest reds to impress Nicky with. Nicky only
drank red wine. He had a penchant for the grape, and Bella knew it.
She chose a vintage Brunello.

As Nicky and Lara were about to be seated, Bella approached
their table with her arms wide open. Nicky embraced her warmly,
after which Bella and Lara put on a beautiful show of cheek kisses.

When the Maitre’d finished seating Lara and Nicky, a waiter
arrived with Bella’s Brunello choice for Nicky.

The waiter presented the bottle. Nicky took it in, looked up at
Bella and gave her an ice-melting smile. The waiter uncorked the
bottle, poured a small amount into Nicky’s wine glass and handed it
to him. Nicky held the bouquet under his nose. His dark eyes misted
ever so slightly. He took a sip. Bella watched. Lara waited. Nicky
gave the nod. Bella snapped her fingers. Another waiter magically
appeared, and the service began.

*kkkkkk*

Seiji remained near by, waiting in the Escalade. He was in a non-
parking spot just up the street from the restaurant. It hadn’t
escaped his notice that first one, then another autograph-seeking
fan had arrived to take up a vigil outside of the closed shoe store,
which was situated between his car and La Dolce Donna.

Over the next two hours, during Nicky and Lara’s pheromone
enhanced dining experience, several more fans had joined the first
two and then a couple more had shown up.



They, the Fans, sheltered themselves in the shoe store’s
darkened doorway. They exchanged contact information. They
warmed themselves with tales of Nicky.

*kkkkkk*

All good things come to an end, as did the delicious and
romantic evening that Nicky and Lara were luxuriating in.
Sensationally presented desserts, each worth a weeks exercise,
remained half eaten on their plates. Espressos had been downed,
and Nicky’s eyes were riveted to Lara’s.

His voice, throaty from his carnal thoughts, revealed Nicky’s
urgency. “My place?” he suggested.

Lara found one of his hands under the table, took it in one of
hers and abandoned it on a silky thigh. “Mm, Nicky, I'd love to go
right back to your place, but we promised Mimi we’d show up at her
party. Just for an hour. Please!”

The promise of the thigh was spoken loudly, and without
words. In terms of their affair, Nicky liked to spoil Lara. In his mind,
it was a tactic. “One hour,” he agreed knowing dragging it out
would only make the eventual sex better. He called Seiji for the
pick-up.

Nicky and Lara emerged arm in arm from La Dolce Donna. Seiji
and the Escalade were right out front.

As Lara slipped into the rear seat, the exuberant fans broke
free of their protective doorway shadow. Nicky could have just slid
in after Lara. Seiji would have preferred to have politely shut the
Luxury SUV’s door in Nicky’s fan’s faces, but Nicky stopped short.
He’d decided to sign the few autographs that were being asked of



him in this particular situation. Its only a dozen, fifteen tops, Nicky
rationalized. He made his mark on everyone’s book, picture or scrap
of paper.

The final autograph was for a woman who was beautifully
bundled up in a turquoise mohair scarf, teal gloves and hat. She
extended a red leatherette autograph book. “Could you please
make it to Cynthia,” she requested hopefully.

Nicky took the red autograph book from the teal hand. He
flashed on the red and greenish colors he’d seen earlier in the day,
when he’d burnt his fingers. “To Cynthia,” Nicky repeated her
name, as he signed the book.

Nicky handed the book back to Cynthia. The second her hand
touched it, connecting her to the book to Nicky, a sleazy chill slid
back and forth across the back of his neck. When he released the
autograph book, the chill ceased.

As Nicky lowered his body into the Escalade, he noticed a new
coffee joint across the street. A couple of people were sipping their
coffees at the coffee bar in the window.

Nicky put an arm around Lara. Seiji shut the door.

*kkkkkk

Carlos must have called in a housekeeping swat team because
Nicky’s living room was immaculate when Nicky and Lara returned
from their evening out.

Nicky poured red wine nightcaps, as Lara made herself
comfortable on the couch. “Check out the floral arrangement on
the baby grand!” She complimented. “Carlos totally outdid himself.”



“Stunning!” Nicky replied as he approached with the wine,
almost snapping the stems off the glasses when he saw Lara’s
misty black legs reaching out beyond the hem of her dress.

Lara’s hand drew along the contours of her body. “Mm, you
like?” she murmured.

“I like!” breathed Nicky as he tabled the wines, then slid in next
to her. He pushed the skirt of Lara’s little red dress up to her waist.

Lara stretched her long legs across Nicky’s lap, poising her
stilettos just right.

“And you’re killing me with the shoes,” he whispered into her
ear as he stroked her calves.

Chills and fever attacked Lara simultaneously. She was whetting
herself, and she needed a man. She smelled Nicky all around her,
and she wanted him. She moaned and was all over him.

Nicky undid his pants. He was ready, exalted by Lara’s
initiative. When it came to sex, Nicky desired a full lusty
commitment, and Lara was committing. “Ah shit! The condoms are
in the bedroom,” he groaned, the moment almost ruined.

Lara saved the moment. She undid his shirt, and began kissing
Nicky in circles around his naval. She spoke in little gasps between
her kisses. “Stay! Don’t go! We don’t need them. You know I’'m on
the pill, and I’ve been faithful, Nicky. There’s no one else. And if
you’ve been true to me, then | want you for real Nicky, for real.”

The sound of for real was very enticing. When was the last time
| had sex without plastic wrap, Nicky asked himself? Lara’s trail of



kisses hit the top of Nicky’s slacks, whereupon she lowered them.
Her trail of kisses found new territory. Nicky felt there was no
logical reason to argue with such a sane moment. The condoms
remained in the bedroom.

*khkkk*

At the same time that Nicky Faime and Lara St. James were
unleashing their passions, Lucille Brookers was containing hers.
Philip was off on a European tour with the MSO. He had left a
month ago.

Philip Stursberg, a known and respected violist in the classical
music world, had been playing with the Manhattan Symphony
Orchestra for a decade. The money wasn’t all it should be, but he
played other instruments and styles that netted him enough studio-
work to top things up nicely.

Lucille missed Philip. She’d been missing him off and on, mostly
on, for twenty-five years. It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It was simply a
ravage of two intense careers on a relationship. Well, all that was
going to change. Philip was returning from Europe in two weeks,
and Lucille had a surprise for him.

Philip had been in Vienna when Lucille had told him about her
gallery idea. He’d been supportive. He’d suggested that Lucille
might wait until he returned before getting in, too, deep. To his
relief, Lucille had agreed. What Philip didn’t know was that Lucille
was in the throes of liquidating part of her life. Lucille had
purposefully held back the razing of the Shrine from him.

Lucille and Loreen’s intentions were to have all the Shrine’s loot
hauled away before Philip got home. Lucille would tie a big gold bow
around the door. She would give the space to Philip for the at home



recording studio he’d talked about for so long. Lucille had
renovators lined up. She had paint chips to show him.

Her new career would cut Lucille’s hours of work in half, and
she would spend part of them working out of her new home office
in Philip’s old den. Philip would spend creative time in his studio, not
across town at some pal’s set-up. They would be together a lot
more, and they wouldn’t have to miss each other. It was a perfect
plan.

Lucille sat up in bed while watching a movie on her laptop. She
sipped on an herbal tea. She mentally struggled to not have a
coffee. She knew she should wait until morning or she’d be up all
night, but she still craved coffee.

The movie was a bore. Lucille ejected the DVD and placed it on
her night table. She put her cup on it. “A coaster, that’s what
you’re good for!” she snapped at the DVD. “Uch! Okay! | just took
something out on a DVD,” she continued talking to herself, “But
why? I’'ve got to relax!”

Lucille sank back into her pillows, and shut her eyes. Her
thoughts drifted to Philip, how she loved him, how surprised and
excited he’d be with her plan and how he might even want to
become involved with the gallery.

The Gallery, Lucille began to dream about it, to plan it.

An enormous space would be essential. In New York City, that
would cost a lot of green. However, as it was to be more than just
a bunch of pictures on the wall, square footage would be required.
Lucille wanted to bring together different media in specific themes.
Fusions could include painting, music, theatre and electronic
installations.



Of course once Lucille found this address, she’d have to invest
a fair amount into creating a space that could re-invent itself with
each new showing. Everything would have to be easily movable, like
movie set walls, risers and overhead grid work.

Staff; Lucille knew she’d require staff to help her run the
gallery, or it would become as enslaving as her last career. She
added two full time and two part time staff to the expenses.

Wow! Lucille thought to herself, that’s one wicked tab, but the
art will sell, she rationalized. The art would sell if she picked the
right pieces and drew the right crowds to the right events. That
would require a publicist. The more Lucille thought about it, the
higher the bill ran. Her stomach churned wildly. For the first time,
Lucille understood that if her idea didn’t work out, she would be
left with very little in the bank.

Lucille could hear Loreen’s words; even if you don’t think you
need the money, | have a strong feeling you might be able to use it
in the near future.

Lucille bolted up off her pillows. Just how much money could
Loreen make selling my junk, she questioned?

Be logical! Lucille mentally advised herself. She knew on-line
merchandising was hot, but there was also a lot to choose from in
cyber space. Certainly not everything offered could possibly get
sold.

What items really brought in the big bucks, Lucille wondered? A
smile crossed her lips. Lucille was thinking that Loreen might have a
better shot at the brass ring if she had a moldy Madonna doughnut
or a potato chip Jesus to offer up.



Lucille picked up her herbal tea. She took a less than satisfying
sip. It was colder than stone. “Oh what the hell,” she said out loud,
then head up to the kitchen to make a nice hot coffee.

By the time Lucille got back to bed with her coffee, her logic
had advanced. She had calculated that based on one thousand
dollars for the Nicky Faime jacket, her special collection could
possibly be worth as much as seventy thousand dollars. That would
be thirty-five each. And | was going to chuck it to the Goodwill she
chastised herself. Listen to me, Lucille went on in her mind, I’'m
sounding like Loreen!

Getting back on the bed, Lucille reminded herself, of course
this is all based on getting a grand for the jacket.

She pulled up her laptop from the foot of her bed, opened it
and searched Nicky Faime. Topping the hits was the official Nicky
Faime site, Nicky Faime.com. It was followed by: several popular
unofficial Nicky Faime fan sites, Nicky Faime on the IMDB, Nicky
Faime on eBay and approximately another three million possibilities.
As this looked promising in terms of finding out the jacket’s true
value, Lucille began exploring.

Lucille started with the obvious, eBay. There were no Nicky
Faime clothing items on auction. After that, it didn’t take long for
Lucille to realize that the main commercial sites were only offering
DVD’s, posters and other licensed items. She’d have to dig deeper.
She hit the official Nicky Faime site. Although sleekly designed, it
was merely presentation, inert.

Lucille moved on to the unofficial offerings. Some were simple
tributes, as inert as the official site. Others were active with
message boards and other member contributions. The one thing



that was obvious to Lucille was that the fans on the active sites
were very aggressive in expressing their passions for Nicky.

One site that interested Lucille in particular, because it was so
hokey it felt safe, was called the Nicky Faime Cafe. Home page
looked like a cafe menu, and offered up the spots you could travel
to. Pictures, Trailers, Fan Photos, Bio, and a Message Board
replaced Hamburgers, French Fries, Desserts and Coffee. Lucille
entered the message board and began scrolling.

| can’t believe how many topics there are, Lucille mused. She
carefully browsed them: Is Lara a serious thing? | dream of Nicky
every night. ’'m marrying a man who looks like Nicky. What size
shoes does he wear? My husband doesn’t understand. | heard Nicky
quit smoking.

“I've got to check some of these out,” Lucille laughed quietly
aloud. “Why?” She stopped herself. “Why should | be reading a
bunch of personal stuff about Nicky Faime? What business is he of
mine?”

“Because,” Lucille answered herself, still talking to herself, “I'm
trying to determine that Nicky Faime’s jacket is worth a thousand
bucks.” So, with sanity on her side, Lucille crossed the invisible
divide into gossip central. Nonetheless, her eyes were glued to the
tempting topic; I’'m marrying a man who looks like Nicky.

On this particular message board, many of the fans had posted
their picture, or supposedly their picture, on avatars. Also, many
had seemingly gotten to know each other on a personal level.
Obviously, some fans were more dedicated than others, but it
appeared to Lucille that many were making a part-time life out of
hanging out in the Nicky Faime Cafe. They loomed as scopophiliacs



and dreamers. They seemed more in love with Nicky than was
humanly possible.

In particular, a certain Nickynight was all over the boards. She
posted topic after topic, answering her own topics whether or not
anyone else did. She responded to anything anyone posted, and
responded to her own responses whether or not anyone else did.

Nickynight’s thumbnail size picture was always there beside her
posts. Lucille thought Nickynight looked nice, and in as much as she
could tell, benign. Unfortunately, Nickynight’s posts were often
very big winds, more like blogs that took too, much time for Lucille
to bother reading all of, or even at all. However, the intensity of
Nickynight’s passion touched Lucille who was a smart girl, but as
gullible as they come. She was so wrapped up in feeling
Nickynight’s love and sincerity that she completely missed out on
the desperation.

Lucille continued filing through topics. Then there it was, a
subject to justify her nosy endeavor: Nicky Collections by
Nickynight. The original posting announced that Nickynight had just
added a rare old movie magazine, with a small article on Nicky in it,
to her collection. She had paid fifty dollars for it.

Fifty dollars for a scrap of Nicky paper, | like the sounds of
that. Lucille thought. Her fancy was snagged. She read on.

Nickynight listed an inventory of her entire collection. She
asked if anyone else collected? If so, what did they have? There
were ten pages of replies. Fans listed their collections, announced
new acquisitions, traded, envied each other’s pieces and posted
notices about new Nicky items up for sale or auction anywhere.



Still, how much could | get for his jacket? Lucille questioned.
Maybe | should leave a message under the Nicky Collections topic?
Maybe someone out there knows?

Lucille took a satisfying sip of coffee then she signed herself
into the Nicky Faime Café. She signed in as PurpleFaime. Her
posting under Nicky Collections read. “I have a Nicky Faime Jacket.”
That was all she wrote, no photo was posted.

Two hours later, Lucille tossed and turned in the clutches of
caffeine. I’ve got to fall to sleep she coached herself.

Thinking about Philip calmed her down for a minute, until she
pictured him jetting around the world, whereupon she developed
plane crash anxiety. She tried counting sheep, but they wouldn’t
jump over the fence. She envisioned Loreen, then thought of the
eBay sale, which lead to the Nicky Faime jacket. Lucille sat up,
fluffed her pillows and shoved them behind her. She took her laptop
off a side table. Before she could sit back into the pillows, Lucille
had logged in to the Nicky Faime Cafe.

Lucille returned to the message boards. Anxiety enveloped her
when she saw that there was a more recent post than hers under
Nicky Collections. Don’t get all worked up, she told herself, it might
not even be in reply to my post. It could be something else all
together. Lucille opened the topic. It was in response to Lucille’s
probe. It was from Nickynight and asked. “Where’s the jacket from,
and how did you get it?”

Lucille’s stomach churned. Okay calm down! It’s just a stupid
message board, she reminded herself. Someone asked a question.
I’ll answer it, plain and simple!



Lucille hit reply. She typed. “It’s from A Handmaiden’s
Hands. | got to go to the wardrobe sale and bought it for my
boyfriend. | was wondering what it might be worth?” Lucille lied
about the boyfriend part. She wanted to keep her personal life
cloudy. She hit send.

*khkkk*

Nickynight, in a robe, kerchief around her head and a thick
green mudpack covering her face, sat at her dresser, which had
been converted to a desk. The dresser was in a small bedroom with
a queen size bed and tiny en-suite bathroom.

Nickynight urgently worked the computer’s keyboard. She
entered her favorite site, the Nicky Faime Cafe. She had a new
important topic to post.

A diligent disciple, Nickynight frequented any Nicky message
board she could find. Of course she had a different name
everywhere she went, such as Faimed4life and NickyZgirl but it was
the same person. In her mind she was, thanks to sheer prevalence,
one of his most important fans.

Nickynight liked the picture she had set up in her avatar. She
was sure she looked on the young side of her forty years. Not to
mention, she’d made herself more attractive by setting off her
wavy auburn hair and cat green eyes with the bold colors of a fake
Mershe brand scarf that she had fashioned around her neck.

Surprised that the newbie, PurpleFaime, had responded so
quickly, Nickynight became momentarily sidetracked from her new
important posting.



It was an answer to the jacket question, and the answer was
better, much better than Nickynight had anticipated. The
Handmaiden’s Hands was her favorite Nicky film. It was the
movie that introduced Nicky to his legion of fans. It was the movie
that defined him as a dark but sensitive upholder of justice in a
black suit. It had never been released on VHS or DVD. However, it
was a late night cult favorite. Nickynight began typing.

“OMG! He wasn’t even famous back then. Is the jacket still in
good shape or did your boyfriend wear it out?” Nickynight paused
upon hearing a loud creak overhead. “l want to know more but I've
got to go! | think my husband is coming.” Nickynight hastily
submitted.



Ten weeks passed bringing spring into play, but it’s colors
seemed dingy through the opaqueness of continuing uncertain
weather.

Nicky had signed with Nine Black Lives, the cop movie where
he would play a Detective Black. He was, as time allowed, actively
involved with the rewriting of the “coming out of coma” scene.
Principal photography was set to start next Monday, a week from
today, and would shoot entirely in and around New York City. As
there was nowhere else on the planet Nicky would rather be, life
had become temporarily perfect.

The time read nine on Leo’s watch. His eyes moved up to
reveal Nicky, sitting across llena’s conference table from him. Nicky
was reading the Times. Nicky liked the routine of a newspaper in
the morning. It made him feel civilized. Nicky wanted to push his
chair back so he could put his feet up on the table, but he knew
better, so didn’t. He had a cigarette dangling from the corner of his
mouth. He wanted to light it, but knew better, so didn’t.

llena was at her desk, working away on her laptop.

Leo looked at his watch again. He wanted the meeting to start,
but interrupting Nicky’s newspaper ritual could prove unproductive.
Thankfully, llena did it for him.

Dark Cleopatra eyes, further complimented by a flawless dark
brown complexion, looked up over the laptop. llena was thirty-five
with a healthy figure, suit jackets over pullovers with skirts, and a
full head of shoulder length, luscious black curls.



llena had worked for Nicky since she had been twenty-five. She
knew Nicky better than anyone, including Leo. llena cherished her
career with Nicky. There was stature, travel, never ending perks
and the money was great. However, that’s not why she had stayed
in Nicky’s employ for a decade of her life.

llena had chosen to fall in love with Nicky. The decision had
been made years ago, when they’d met, when he’d interviewed her
for the job. It was a secret she carried with her to this day. No one,
not a soul knew or suspected. Women had come and gone in
Nicky’s life, but llena had remained. She knew how not to ruin a
good thing.

“Okay, here it is! The new official Nicky Faime site,” llena
announced, hopefulness drenching her voice. “I think the designer
out did himself.” Getting the revamp to Nicky’s liking had been a
painful process.

Nicky finished the last few lines of the article he was reading.
The newspaper was cast aside, as he rose. Nicky and Leo took up
positions behind llena, and peered over her shoulder. All eyes were
focused on the screen.

Nicky’s voice was more carefully measured than usual, as he
commented on the new Nicky Faime web page. ”l like it. llena’s
right, it’s a great design. It’s got all the features.” Nicky took a
deep breath, but not as deep as the one llena took. “But it’s too,
blue.”

“Blue?” llena echoed in question.

“Blue.” Nicky confirmed, in response.



llena played it as a positive. “Well, that’s great! Everything’s a
go, but the blue needs toning down.”

“Or changing.”

Leo spoke up, “Well, whatever you do about the color, just
don’t take it off-line, at least not for long.” He looked at the time
on llena’s screen. “It’s only been on-line for an hour, and there’s
already thirty new log-in users.”

“They’re overindulgent on-line lovers.” llena commented.

“On-line lovers?” Leo wondered out loud. “Whatever happened
to the nut that calls herself, Raggedyanndoll, the one that wants to
die with Nicky?”

“I checked that board a few days ago,” llena answered. “She, or
claims to be a she, is still at large posting her heart out, but the
death-wish message was deleted by the moderator.”

“Which is exactly why we’re here this morning. I’'m, of course,
referring to the over zealous fan problem, the stalkers that need to
be taken care of before one of them takes care of Nicky. I'd like to
get things started, unless,” Leo deferred to Nicky.

“Your call!” Nicky coalesced. “But you’re both over-reacting.”

“I hope you’re right,” Leo said as he returned to his place at
the table. “Okay let’s do this!”

Nicky and llena assumed their seats at the table.

“Last meeting we listened to recordings of the crank phone
calls.” For several years, all of Nicky and llena’s phone calls had



been recorded for security issues. “We all agreed that although
there appeared to be a lot of different voices, there was a definite
reoccurring speech pattern. llena was going to check the phone
records.”

llena was quick, “They’re all different numbers, all pay phones
and all in New York City.”

“That’s one stalker, maybe,” Nicky counted.

“What about the letters?” llena asked.” We’ve all read them.
Their contents are un-nerving.”

"They’re pornographic at worst. There’s nothing threatening,
nothing to go to the cops with,” Leo grumbled. “No sense dwelling
on the letters, yet. What did surveillance turn up?”

Two months ago Leo had, with Nicky’s knowledge, hired Seiji’s
service to keep Nicky’s surroundings under close watch. Everyone
was sure that certain faces would repeat themselves as the days
went by. Although Nicky had agreed, he hadn’t really seen the
point. After all Nicky had a lot of loyal fans. Are they all to be
considered stalkers, Nicky had asked?

llena extracted several files from her filing cabinet. “Seiji sent
these over,” she informed, as she spread them across the table.
They were labeled 101, 102 and 103. She opened each one,
exposing three pictures.

Nicky’s right index finger came down on 101, a black haired
woman with extra heavy make-up. “That’s Julie,” he said.

“You know her?” Leo was incredulous.



“From signing autographs.” Nicky was cool.

“That’s right,” llena confirmed. “I've seen Nicky sign an
autograph for her on at least four occasions.” llena thought about
it for a moment. “Maybe she sells them?”

“Maybe she sleeps with them,” Leo interjected.

llena knew Nicky thought this was a stupid meeting to begin
with and was already tiring of it, but she didn’t break stride. She
spread out the contents of Julie’s folder. There were six more
pictures and some notes. Four of the shots featured Julie in a pool
of fans.

“All of these photographs were taken at different events,” llena
commented.

“What makes you say that?” Leo inquired.

“She’s wearing a different outfit in each,” llena qualified, as she
picked up the notes. “These notes confirm it, as well as the fact
that in two pics she’s using a cell phone to take snapshots.”

“Most of my fans take shots of me, when I’m out in public.

“Where’s this window?” Leo inquired, referring to the last two
images.

All eyes focused on Leo’s reference. In the pictures, Julie sat in
a window drinking coffee.

“It says,” llena read from the summary, “it’s a coffee house
called Daddios, and it’s across the street from La Dolce Donna.”
llena nervously twirled one of her curls as she continued. “Nicky,



can you believe that the last two times you ate at Bella’s, Julie sat
drinking coffee in the window at Daddios? It also says here that she
didn’t leave the coffee shop until you left La Dolce Donna.”

Nicky knew that window, had seen it many times when he’d
been at Bella’s. ”Sure,” he reflected. “I've seen lots of people in
that window.”

“By the way, it’s no secret that you frequent Bella’s. It’s a
good idea if you don’t eat there so often.” Leo suggested.

Nicky’s eyes flared. He didn’t like Leo’s suggestion.

llena intuitively changed the subject. “Have you seen these
women?” she asked as she pointed to 102 and 103.

“I don’t think so,” Nicky replied.

llena continued with the notes. “Although 102 and 103 have
only shown up at three public events, they appear to be a team.”

“That’s nice,” Nicky said. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” llena answered, as she added Julie’s name to the 101
folder. “I think we should include the Faimed4life file in this
collection. We could number it 100.”

“Faimed4life, the internet fan that Seiji helped us sell a
magazine to.” Leo remarked. “We paid Marshal Artists a lot of
money to loose her in the ladies department at Macy’s,” Leo
reminded.

“But they got her picture,” llena asserted then head to her file
cabinet.



Faimed4life was a first class on-line Nicky nut. How dangerous
was she? That’s what Nicky, llena and Leo had been trying to
uncover by meeting her in the flesh. llena had reeled her in with an
old movie magazine that she had put up for sale on a site that
Faimed4life frequented. Faimed4life had been thrilled to have had
found a copy of the first magazine to ever publish an article about
Nicky, and just had to have it.

Once the connection had been made and it was time to do the
trade, Leo had called in Seiji. Seiji had sent in a female agent with
whom Faimed4life had done the transaction.

They had met in a restaurant. It had taken only minutes for the
sale to go down, but in those few minutes, several shots had been
captured through the lens of the agent’s jeweled brooch. Seiji’s
agent had waited until Faimed4life had cleared the restaurant then
had followed her, but as Leo had so recently reminded, had lost her
in Macy’s Department Store.

llena placed the opened Faimed4life folder on the table where
everyone could see a tight shot of a woman in a floppy felt hat,
wooly turtleneck sweater and large sunglasses.

“All that effort and we still can’t tell what she looks like.” Leo
pointed out.

“You can tell from her skin color that she’s Caucasian,” llena
noted. “Her nose is incredibly non-descript, mid size, aquiline and
she likes to wear an thick coat of lipstick. Also, the notes say she
stood about five feet and ten inches, but wore draped slacks that
obscured the height of her heels.”



A polite tapping noise prompted everyone to look up and over
to find Carlos, standing in the doorway.

“Excuse me, Sir!" Carlos spoke politely to the intense gazes he
faced. He was professionally uniformed in gray slacks, white shirt
and gray vest. His extremely pale gray tie was knotted in a double
Windsor.

“Come in Carlos!” Nicky invited, pleased to be distracted from
the meeting.

Carlos crossed to the table. He held up a thick ivory binder.
“The menu for Saturday night’s soiree that you and Lara will be
hosting,” he presented, unable to take his eyes off the cigarette
dangling from Nicky’s mouth. “I desperately need approval. Our
sommelier has decided to rush off to a vintages tasting event in
California. He leaves tomorrow.”

For each film Nicky made, he threw two very special dinners.
One was pre shoot, and one was post wrap.

The guest list for the fete prior to shooting focused on the
money people. It was an arm’s length of producers and investors
with their wives, husbands and girlfriends or boyfriends. Preferable
though, to Nicky, was the wrap dinner whose invitations went out
to the director and the lead actors, although there were always
exceptions.

Carlos slipped a menu out of his binder, which also held: a
running record of all menus from all Nicky’s parties, who’d
attended, their food idiosyncrasies, what was served, what wines
were sipped and how it was all received. Carlos presented the bill of
fare to Nicky. The meeting remained on hold while Nicky perused it.



“Delicious!” Nicky commented. “It makes me hungry. Think Pll
grab a bite after this smoke.”

“May | ask if you’ll be retiring to the solarium before you light
your cigarette?” inquired Carlos.

“Yes you may and yes | am,” Nicky answered, although
recently, he’d been thinking about getting a different smoking
room. The solarium wasn’t really doing it for him any more. Nicky
felt bad for the plants.

“Thank you, sir.” As Carlos turned to leave, Lara arrived.

Still in her pajamas, she posed in the doorway. “Carlos can you
please be a dear and make me a latte?” her voice was like treacle.
“I need to wake up.” Lara was always sweet as sugar when she
spoke to Carlos, or asked him for anything. She wanted him to like
her. It was important.

“Certainly Miss Lara,” he replied respectfully.

As the weeks had passed, Lara had gone back to her apartment
less and less. Actually, she hadn’t been there at all for almost a
month. How could she go back to her cramped up rental after living
with Nicky in the lap of luxury? That morning she intended to speak
to Nicky about helping her buy a condo. However, Lara could see
there was a meeting happening, and was smart enough to know she
should take off. As Carlos passed her in the doorway, she finished
her request. “I'll have it in the living room.”

“Certainly.” Carlos nodded as he continued out into the hallway.

“Just want to say a cheery good morning to everyone,” she
bubbled to the rest.



llena and Leo reciprocated the good morning. Seeing Lara
always made Leo feel like getting out his checkbook. llena saw Lara
as one dimensional, a scheming dimensional. Carlos thought Lara
was the most beautiful, considerate and cultured woman he’d ever
met. She was the perfect choice for Nicky.

Lara blew a honeyed kiss to Nicky.

Nicky smiled warmly. “Later babe!” He loved having Lara
around.

“Alright!” Leo’s voice brought the meeting back to the table.
“Word’s out that Nicky will be shooting Nine Black Lives right
here in the city.” He looked at Nicky. “I'd like to continue the
surveillance while your filming.”

Nicky’s body language said no.

“Continuing surveillance would be most prudent,” llena stated
slowly.

Nicky would never argue with llena’s pragmatisms. He got up to
leave.

“What do you say Faime? Leo pushed.

“We go with most prudent! Nice meeting. I’'m glad it’s over,”
Nicky said as he walked through the door into the hallway.

“Alright!” Leo’s voice pulled llena back to the table. His
expression was sober. “Surveillance is extended. This meeting is
over!”



*khkkk*

Cynthia Johnson walked along Main Street in Briarwood,
Queens. When she shuddered from the cool of the overcast spring
afternoon, she almost dropped one of her bags of groceries.
Cynthia was thirty-nine, stylishly dignified in a smart coat with
slacks, an oversized shoulder bag and a jewel tone Mershe scarf
knock-off. With the colors of the scarf augmenting her intriguing
green eyes and chin length auburn waves, she looked an awful lot
like Nickynight. In fact, she was Nickynight.

The garden style apartment building Cynthia was passing
seemed to go on forever. At the end of the block she turned the
corner, and walked along another side of the same building for
another block. She crossed the street at the next corner then
continued past medium sized single-family homes, each
distinguished by its owners’ choices of color and siding. She turned
the next corner; the homes were smaller, and close to the sidewalk.

Cynthia dragged her bags up the six steps of a house with
maroon siding and gray trim. She dropped the groceries at the
front door. As she pawed around inside her purse looking for her
key, an older Ford pulled up in front, and Mrs. Hall opened the door
from the inside.

“Everyone’s home at once?” remarked the elderly Mrs. Hall. She
picked up the bags of groceries, and went back into the house.

“Thanks Mrs. Hall” Cynthia called out.” She watched a
handsome forty-five year old Jack Johnson emerge from the car,
and slam shut the driver’s door. Simultaneously, Bobby Johnson,
fourteen with an attitude problem, kicked open the passenger’s
side.



“Jack, "Cynthia shouted, “ You’re home early today? And with
Bobby?”

Bobby almost wiped out a neighbor as he blindly and rapidly
shuffled his ass across the sidewalk.

“Bobby!” Cynthia chided as he clumsily flew by, but he wouldn’t
look at her.

Jack controlled his anger as he walked up the steps. “School
called. He’s in big trouble this time.”

“Now what?” Cynthia sighed.

“A lunchtime graffiti spree with some other delinquents that’s
what. This time the police are involved. It’s a big mess. | feel like, |
don’t know what to do anymore.”

“We’ll figure it out!” encouraged Cynthia as she took one of his
arms. “Let’s go in! It’s chilly out here.”

Jack took a deep breath, and nodded his head yes.

*khkkk*

Several hours later, in her bedroom and at her computer,
Cynthia was once again Nickynight visiting the Nicky Faime Cafe.
She had, with time, become growingly intent on possessing Lucille’s
jacket, the one from The Handmaiden’s Hands.

At first in her postings Nickynight had gone on about: How
lucky PurpleFaime was to own the jacket, how it had to be worth at
least five hundred, maybe as much as two grand and how envious
she was of PurpleFaime. Later postings had progressed to: She’d



love to have the jacket, but that it was for sure worth more money
than she could ever afford. That had progressed to; | don’t know if |
can live without the jacket. Please let me know first, if you ever
decide to sell it. Maybe we can work out a payment plan.

Lucille, who’d grown weary of the whole jacket chat thing,
replied that she would think about it. It had been Lucille’s last post,
and that had been over two weeks ago. Cynthia was aware that the
postings had stopped, and now wondered if PurpleFaime was gone
for good.

Disappointment greeted Nickynight when she checked the
Collections topic. There were no new posts. However,
disappointment was put on hold when she realized that a personal
message awaited her viewing. Private messages were always a
highlight for Nickynight. Her fingertips buzzed as she typed in her
password. Her private mailbox opened. She gasped. It was from
PurpleFaime and said:

“The jacket is yours if you want it. | don’t want it any more,
and | don’t want any money for it.”

Nickynight’s fingers ripped over the keyboard. “Yes! | want it!
Just tell me where and when.” It was submitted before she could
even finish reading her own sentence.



Thursday morning Lucille found herself in a rat infested building
close to Canal Street. She had three take-out coffees in a flimsy
cardboard holder. She waited in a dark wood hallway for someone
to answer a door.

Eight weeks ago, when Philip had returned from the European
tour with the MSO, he had been disinterested about what colors to
paint his studio. It had thrown Lucille off a bit, but then again, she
had rationalized, he must have been worn out. Back then Philip was
supposed to take some time off, but lucrative LA session work
came his way. Two days later Philip was gone.

Of course Lucille understood, but she couldn’t put her life on
hold. She knew Philip wanted her to wait until he got back before
investing any money into her Gallery, so she decided to do some
talent scouting. She’d been scouting for a month. Anyway, today
was Wednesday, and he’d be back home Monday morning. He’d
finally have time to get excited about his studio and Lucille’s Art
Gallery.

The door opened. A girl in her twenties, wearing heavily
stressed urban clothing, hair uncombed for days and her male
counterpart stood on the other side. They welcomed Lucille into
their dark depressing workspace. They were a team. They painted
oil on canvas, bed sheet sized canvas, with their bodies. Not a
unique approach, Lucille thought. However, now that she was
having a good look at the disturbing, moving images they had
created, she was sure she had found something that could be a
part of a larger art happening.



*khkkk*

Cynthia Johnson walked down the six steps of her home in
Queens. She looked at her watch. It was ten thirty a.m. She head
off along the street, her destination and purpose: Manhattan and
shopping.

*kkk*kk

Instead of having lunch, Lucille sat in an uncomfortable chair in
a cold white room. She watched a dance group of four dressed in
red try to impress her, and they did to a point. Their lithe bodies
begged attention, but in Lucille’s mind they had a lot of moves that
were mime-like. Lucille hated mimes. As much as she wanted dance
to be a part of her art happening, and well as the group could
move, they were out. The mime thing was just, too, freaky.

*khkkk*

It was two in the afternoon when Cynthia Johnson walked into
Devign Foods. A hip, high-end supermarket, Devign Foods
advertised itself as one of a kind, even though there were four
more in the city. With prices double anywhere else; Devign Foods
was a place for the truly fussy and well heeled.

Meanwhile, down aisle four in teas and coffees, Carlos had
almost finished his mid week shopping routine. For errands outside
the apartment, he always added a dark gray blazer to his standard
grey pants, white shirt and vest. A deep burgundy tie replaced the
pale gray one. It was the proper way to look in public.

Carlos bought all of the food he cooked for Nicky, personally. It
was the proper thing to do. Mondays and Fridays he hit the organic



farmers market for the freshest of fresh. Wednesdays, between
two and three in the afternoon at Devign Foods near the Village,
Carlos would shop for anything else the pantry required.

A French roast coffee, the usual espresso beans and an Earl
Grey Tea would be required to satisfy all of Saturday’s guests.
Carlos’ preferred brands were all there, except for the Earl grey tea.
The allotted shelf space was empty, sold out. Carlos would have to
make an alternative selection. He zeroed in on the options. He
zoned out of the din of Devign.

There were three food items that brought Cynthia Johnson to
Devign Foods. She hated the prices, but it was the only place in the
city she could get Quiller brand organic cold pressed safflower oil, a
Devign Foods house brand of greens juice and their specific herbal
tea blend for arthritis.

It was Cynthia’s last stop before heading back to Queens. Her
tote bags were full, and her purse kept slipping off her shoulder. As
she was only grabbing three items, she passed on a basket. Cynthia
cradled the juice and Quiller oil in the crook of an arm, as she
hustled down aisle three. When she whipped around the corner into
aisle four, she smacked right into Carlos’ shopping cart. The juice
and oil went flying, landing in his cart. Carlos, focused on the two-
second best choices of Earl grey tea, snapped out of his
concentration.

“I'm so sorry!” they apologized in unison.

“No, no it’s completely my fault,” said Cynthia as she regained
her posture. She scooped her juice out of Carlos’ cart, “At least
nothing broke,” she said scanning for cracks in the glass juice
bottle.



“Don’t be silly, Carlos insisted, it’s my fault for pulling in so
tight on the corner.”

Before Carlos could put the teas down, to perhaps be of some
assistance, Cynthia had grabbed her oil from the cart. “At least the
oil bottle’s plastic. Hey,” she noted, as she saw another bottle of
the Quiller oil in Carlos’ cart, “You use the same oil as | do.”

“Well then, you have excellent taste,” Carlos complimented.

“Thank you,“ Cynthia accepted. The tea she had come for was
displayed within an arms reach. She plucked one from the shelving,
smiled and was on her way.

Carlos returned to his two boxes of tea. He slowly rotated each
box under his nose. He put one in his cart, the other neatly back on
the shelf.

*khkkk*

Lucille Brookers final Wednesday appointment was at three-
thirty. She was to meet with Tulia, a Lyrical Stylist, at her Soho
loft.

Tulia worked with a piano accompanist. He was there, sitting
stiffly on his bench. Lucille listened raptly, or at least appeared to.
She didn’t understand their music at all, had never heard anything
like it before. There were so many frantic notes and so much high-
pitched poetry that Lucille had no idea whether to like it or not.
There was no instinctive connection.

In the end Lucille politely complimented the duo on their
interesting work. She also requested a second audition, when she



could bring Philip with her. After all, she thought, he’ll know if it’s
good or not.



Nine Black Lives was in pre-production.

Friday morning’s prep schedule had Nicky in for a cast
rehearsal. Coffee, Danish, fresh fruit, filtered water and real glasses
were laid out on a rectangular table. However, no one would touch
a thing, not until Nicky Faime arrived. No one would dare touch any
of the food out of deference for Nicky.

The film’s director, Haps Von Chapin, was of a different
consideration. Haps had already finished with a banana, a Danish
pastry and two cups of coffee.

Haps had rehearsed his four leads, cast numbers one through
four, yesterday. It had proven to be a remarkably productive day.
Haps was now expanding the rehearsal arena to include cast
numbers five through eight.

Nicky was number one, Detective Black. Black was a break-the
rules-cop. Black could perform feats worthy of a puma, in order to
snare his prey. However, there was a catch. He had an Achilles’
heel, his wife, Carmen.

In the number two spot was a fifty-five year old African
American character actor named Charlie Broadfoot. A tall heavyset
guy with a very dark complexion and a nose slightly bent from his
early days as an amateur boxer, Broadfoot would play Nicky’s
superior, Captain Jordan. This would be Nicky and Charlie’s fifth film
together. Charlie always played Nicky’s cranky, loud authoritative



superior. Audiences couldn’t get enough of Charlie taking strips off
Nicky.

Number three was Claus Irons. Claus was a critically accepted
European import who had the legitimate theatrical background that
could really sell a villain. Claus would be portraying Del Vartnay, an
architect and the murderer.

Rounding off the lead cast, in the four spot, was Sharlaya
Shannon, a twenty-two year old American beauty with blonde hair
to her waist. She would play the District Attorney.

Yes, the producers had been somewhat concerned about the
audiences buying someone as young and beautiful as Sharlaya in
the District Attorney role, so in a bid to heavy up her character, the
writers had come up with a tough name to give Sharlaya some
weight: D. A. Kowolski.

Haps Von Chapin, eighty years old and with sixty years of film
making to his credit, sat at one end of the table trying to
reassemble his archaic hearing aid. Credited with being one of the
main pioneers of the quintessential cop film formula, he eternally
adhered to his own rules. He especially held onto rule one and rule
two. One; buy the rights, cheap. Two; hire yourself to direct.

On one side of the table cast numbers two, three and four were
in a passionate debate with each other. The newcomers, numbers
five through eight sat across the table from numbers two through
four, and chatted quietly amongst themselves.

“Nicky!” Charlie roared as Nicky appeared in the doorway. Nicky
and Charlie made their way to each other. There was a whole bunch
of hand shaking and shoulder slapping between the two, as they
made their way back to three and four.



Nicky was giving three and four his undivided attention when
he caught sight of Verdad Morales out of the corner of an eye. She
hinted of something pleasant. Nicky turned his head in Verdad’s
direction.

“Verdad!” Nicky called warmly. He moved around to five
through eight’s side of the table.

Verdad Moralis made a living playing fading beauties. Not many
knew her name, but if they saw a picture of her they would say, oh
yeah, her! | like her. A small, yet very tasty part, she would play
Nicky’s character’s wife, Carmen Black, number five.

“Although our scene was cut to a sad forty-five seconds, I'll
never forget our work together in Die Until I Cry, ” Verdad
remembered fondly. She took one of Nicky’s hands in both of hers.

“We were brilliant together!” Nicky raised her delicious hands
and sampled them with a kiss.

Reluctantly, Nicky released Verdad’s fingers. He turned to the
rest of the cast and extended his hand. “Nicky Faime,” he
introduced himself.

Len Chan, cast number six, was the first to reciprocate. He
barely stood to Nicky’s armpits. He took Nicky’s hand, and informed
Nicky that he was playing Nine Black Lives’ Medical Examiner, Dr.
Ken Chang. He would also be a conscience for Nicky’s character to
work off of.

Number seven, Victoria Plumner, was in her mid thirties. She
fussed with a pin in her auburn hair’s usual up-do. She was torn
between paying attention to Nicky, and keeping an eye on the only



cherry Danish in the assortment on the table. She would play the
victim’s wife, Miriam Grey, who although well intentioned, gets in
the way of the investigation. As a result of her meddling, Black
would get shot, and fall into a coma.

Also intent on the cherry Danish, actor Holdens Graff had
positioned himself next to it. As cast number eight, a character
named Heff Ventner, he would articulate the forty-ish playboy pal
of the victim. He would find the body, and become a prime suspect.

Numbers four through eight had two things in common with
each other. One, they were all hard working actors. Consistently in
and out of money, they were thrilled to be earning triple scale on a
Nicky Faime project. The second thing they had in common was
that they had all previously been in a Nicky Faime movie. Other
than for having had worked with Verdad, Nicky was unaware of that
fact.

You see, number seven, Victoria, had been a crowd scene extra
years ago. She had just started out on her career. She had never
actually met Nicky on the day that she worked, but she was
somewhere in the movie.

Len Chan hadn’t had any lines with Nicky, but he had been
included in a scene that Nicky had been in. Thing is, Len had been
seventeen at the time, playing a short eleven year-old. Nicky had
almost tripped over Len as Nicky had walked out onto the set.

Holdens had had one line with Nicky in a Zombie flick. The
reality was that Holden’s had been made-up to death, as a walking
corpse. He’d been rendered unrecognizable. He never did get to
meet Nicky, out of make-up, as a normal person.



Nicky turned his attention to the spread on the table, then to
Verdad. “Think I’ll grab a water. What are you having?”

“Coffee,” Verdad replied, as she began to pour herself one,
“and that cherry Danish.”

“Nice choice,” said Nicky as he slid a saucer under the Danish.
He swooped it right out from under Holdens’ fallen chin.

“Oh, thank you, Nicky,” Verdad announced loudly as she
accepted the pastry, making sure everyone understood that Nicky
had been especially kind to her.

Victoria mushed up her nose then grabbed a cinnamon twist.

Haps finally stuck his hearing aid back into his ear, and
addressed the group. He had become cranky, as usual, from having
to deal with his sound problem. “Everyone here?” he was shouting,
making it obvious that the aid was still broken. “Good, let’s get
started! | don’t want to be here all day.” His volume was unnerving.
Haps singled out Holdens, “You’re the new guy playing the
playboy?”

“Holdens Graff replacing Robin Gantt,” Holdens announced, as
he arose full of dash from his chair. He extended his hand to Haps.

Haps ignored Holdens’ hand. “You’re a lot shorter than Robin.
Nicky is over six feet tall. Robin was taller than Nicky. You’ve got to
be taller than Nicky!” Hap’s disappointment was tangible. “How did
this happen?”

Holdens sat down to a hushed room.



“He could stand on an apple box,” bravely offered Len Chan,
remembering the many times he’d had to stand on one.

Verdad, now sitting between Haps and Nicky, took Hap’s arm
gently. She spoke loudly into his ear, “Don’t worry darling,
wardrobe can get him some elevator shoes.”

Haps turned to Verdad. He put his hand on hers, “You’re not
only beautiful, you’re brilliant. Problem solved!” Haps declared, and
returned to his cast at the table. To their relief, he opened his
script. “Scene one - Exterior Police Station - Day,” he read.

*khkkk*

Lucille’s Shrine had become a large empty shell.

It wasn’t the way Lucille had wanted things to go, but
renovations had been completed in Philip’s absence. Loreen had
helped Lucille pick out ideas for colors, light fixtures and flooring.
They’d e-mailed the options to Philip, and he’d made choices
surprisingly quickly. Lucille had figured that that was a good thing.
It was expedient. It showed passion, didn’t it? Loreen had
supported Lucille’s rational.

Lucille had retained a small personal souvenir collection from
the Shrine. Portfolios, DVDs and personal gifts had been packed
into three plastic baskets. They were currently on the floor in the
living room. They waited in Limbo for the moment they would be
moved move into Lucille’s new office.

Lucille entered the empty shell, Philip’s future studio. She
flicked on the light. She walked over to observe her reflection in an
antique mirror. The mirror was attached to a closet’s door. It was



original with the house, and was not up for sale in Loreen’s eBay
extravaganza.

Lucille was wearing a swing cut, cream coat over a black sheath
dress. A black purse and adorable little black ankle boots completed
the outfit nicely. Her hair was pushed loosely up, and sunglasses
were flipped onto the crown of her head. Her make-up was done to
professional standards because, other than for some lipstick touch-
ups here and there her make-up would have to last all day.

Lucille checked inside her purse, and yes, the list of addresses
of possible gallery sites, phone numbers, agents, and meeting times
was there. She was more than just a tad excited. Lucille was ready
to whirl through the roof, for today could be the day she’d find a
space for her new gallery. She’d be completely ready to roll when
Philip got back.

Lucille made sure her purse was properly closed, and arranged
its strap on her shoulder until it felt just right. She pivoted left,
pivoted right and pivoted in a complete circle, never taking her
eyes off of her image in the mirror. Her medic alert bracelet was
sitting below her cream coat’s cuff. It ruined the outfit. Lucille
tucked the bracelet securely up under her sleeve. She nodded her
own final approval to herself.

Lucille opened the mirrored closet door, and extracted the only
thing hanging in it. It was a navy blue garment bag. She arranged it
over an arm, flicked off the light and head back downstairs. She
walked down the hallway, and out of the front door into a morning
whose clouds allowed the sun out, occasionally.

*khkkk*



It was the other end of the day, late afternoon. Lucille sipped a
large latte in a busy bistro near Bloomingdales. Her day of gallery
hunting hadn’t yielded what she’d envisioned. It didn’t matter. She
was undaunted, although somewhat fatigued. At this point, she just
wanted to get rid of the garment bag she’d been dragging around
all day. She figured, with Philip coming home, this was the last
opportunity she’d have to get it to Nickynight.

Nickynight was still the only name Lucille had for Cynthia, but
then again, PurpleFaime was the only name Cynthia had for Lucille. |
look just like | do in the picture that | have posted in the Nicky
Faime Café, Nickynight had told Lucille in a private message. I'll be
wearing a green coat when we meet.

Lucille had told Nickynight she would wear her hair in a loose
up-do, and had described the outfit that she was currently waiting
in.

In truth, Lucille was a bit apprehensive about meeting someone
from the Internet. She’d heard stories. However, the rendezvous
was happening in a very public place. Lucille would quickly hand
over the bag, then bye-bye Nickynight, plain and simple.

Twenty minutes passed. Nickynight was late, and Lucille’s
apprehension was turning into irritation. What if this person didn’t
show, Lucille wondered? I’ll have to lump the garment bag all the
way back to Brooklyn, Lucille realized. She didn’t want to do that. It
was the last of the Shrine, and there was no way it was going back
home with her. Could | ditch it somewhere, Lucille asked herself?
What an epic the whole thing had become.

Nickynight, aka Cynthia, arrived at the Bistro in a green coat
carrying her usual purse and an umbrella. She was out of breath,
having raced from Fifty-ninth Street where the six train had left



her. Cynthia hated being late, and was worried that PurpleFaime
might have gone, if she’d even shown up to begin with. However,
moments after Cynthia entered the Bistro, the two women’s eyes
made a connection.

Cynthia crossed to the table. Lucille stood up. They lightly
shook hands. Lucille took the navy garment bag from the back of
her chair, and handed it to Cynthia. Cynthia unzipped it eight or so
inches, held it near her face and inhaled deeply. Overwhelmed,
Cynthia fell into a chair at the table. She gushed her gratitude.

Lucille beamed. She was pleased to make someone so happy,
so easily. As Lucille put on her coat, preparing to go, Cynthia said a
few more words of thanks.

Lucille stopped dead in her tracks. She smiled extra wide at
Cynthia then said something. Cynthia responded in a positive
manner. Lucille sat down in her seat, abandoning the departure
process. She had decided to stay, to have a coffee with Cynthia.

Two hours later Lucille and Cynthia had finished up an early
dinner together. During dessert and coffee, they laughed, nodded
agreements to each other and laughed some more. When it was
over, they exited the bistro together, hugged good-byes and went
off in opposite directions.

*khkkk*

In Nicky’s kitchen, which had been featured in a prominent New
York Society magazine, Carlos was working late with a Sous Chef.
They were preparing for the twenty guests they’d be feeding
tomorrow night.



Things had been shaping up nicely. Carlos had been able to
retain the services of the four waiters and one hostess he
preferred. However, Carlos mistrusted bartenders and their
concoctions. It may have been out of Carlos’ control when Nicky
dined out, but at home it was all up to him. Seiji would bartend.

Seiji was one of Carlos’ favorite people, because Carlos knew
Nicky was safe with Seiji. After all, who was going to mess with
someone who looked like Seiji?

Carlos had been let in on the fact that Seiji had secreted a gun
somewhere in the Escalade. Carlos knew, because Seiji had trusted
Carlos with the information. However, Carlos had always thought
that if someone ever did try anything, Seiji would easily crush his or
her neck with his left hand, and Seiji was right handed.

Carlos and Seiji respected each other’s loyalty to Nicky. Last
year, when Carlos had confided to Seiji about his fear of bartenders,
Seiji went right out and took a mixology course. From then on, Seiji
would always bartend.

As far as a Sous Chef was concerned, there were only two
people Carlos would consider, his older brother, and his younger
brother. His younger brother was available.

They’d been prepping all day. Carlos and his brother had
shopped, chopped and debated recipes for hours. Although it was
late, ten p.m., they would start the oil for the salad dressing before
calling it quits. Carlos wanted time for the herbs to scent the oil
before adding the lemon and lime. His younger brother ripped up
the fresh herbs that Carlos had selected while Carlos retrieved the
Quiller safflower oil from the pantry. The tamper proof seal was
unbroken. Carlos pulled the ring on the seal, allowing the fragrance
free essence of safflower oil into the air.



Fresh obsessed, Carlos smelled everything in his path from
Nicky’s food to Nicky’s laundry. The oil was next in line. Carlos
inhaled over the opened bottle then sighed despairingly. The oil had
an odor. It was like peanuts, probably stale, thought Carlos. Carlos’
younger brother gave the oil a whiff. His face soured. Both agreed
that this oil could not be served tomorrow, or on any other night.
Carlos poured the oil down the drain, and trashed the bottle. He
washed his hands with soap, rinsed and repeated.



Monday, Nine Black Lives shoot day one, was a dreary drizzle
fest. Nicky’s call time was eight-thirty a.m.

Up at the top of the day was scene twenty, a crime scene
investigation. The slug on the call sheet read; Black interrogates
Miriam Gray and Heff Ventner. Officers and forensics do their job.

The location was in Brooklyn, and Seiji was at the Escalade’s
wheel getting Nicky safely there on time. Nicky, seated in the back,
was comfortable in track pants, sneakers and a denim jacket. He
was reading the Times. Some other actors might be going over the
days lines, but not Nicky. All that had been done the night before.
Nicky would be fresh and spontaneous on the day, not having over
read, over rehearsed or over analyzed.

Lara had secured the choice position of being Nicky Faime’s
personal make-up artist and hair stylist. Nicky had insisted. Leo had
made it happen. Further, Nicky had thought it only natural that
they should ride in together. After all, Lara had given up her
apartment and had been staying at Nicky’s place, until they found
her a condo

Lara sat in the back seat with Nicky, doing some morning
reading of her own. She had picked up Nicky’s habit, but preferred
the latest fashion and celebrity magazines to the newspaper.
However, this morning she wasn’t really reading. Lara just stared
blankly at pages. In her mind she was lingering on in Saturday
night’s superfluities.



Nicky’s pre-production dinner had been a monstrous success.
Lara was busy remembering the rich and powerful men she had
met, and the wealth encrusted women they’d had with them. The
epicure atmosphere Carlos had created with his courses and service
had inebriated everyone. This was the way to live Lara thought,
smiled, looked up and saw llena. Lara’s smile froze.

Lara was incomparably peeved about the fact that llena always
rode with Nicky when he was working. The fact that llena had been
demoted to the front seat hadn’t done much to quell Lara’s
insecurities. She hated Nicky and llena’s close relationship. First
things first though, Lara thought as she gazed past llena. There’d
be plenty of time to extricate llena from Nicky’s life once a baby
was born. In the meantime, Lara had decided to fake it.

Seiji turned off Flatbush. As Nicky turned his newspaper to the
next page, Seiji formally announced, “Mr. Faime, we’re almost at
base camp.”

Nicky looked up from his paper, “Thank you Seiji!” Nicky’s eyes
caught the beautifully restored renaissance revival homes passing
his window. “The neighborhood's really come up.” he said to
anyone in the car who cared to listen.

The neighborhood reminded Nicky of his youth, when he’d lived
nearby. It had been a time long ago, when his life had been one of
insecurity and poverty. It was a time Nicky would conveniently
forget as often as he’d remember, in order to get on with life.

llena, who had just finished tucking papers into her briefcase,
looked out at the street. “Some friends of mine recently bought
something like one of these, a brownstone row house not too far
from here. They paid one point eight mil for it,” she commented.



The Escalade turned a corner. “There’s the set!” Lara declared
triumphantly, as though there was a prize attached to being the
first to call it out.

Of course, everyone saw what Lara saw. One of the charming
brownstones had been marked off with yellow police tape. In front
of it cruisers, unmarked cars, an ambulance and coroner’s vehicle
had created blockage.

“No ma'am,” offered Seiji, “Set’s a half mile away. That looks
like a real crime scene.”

“There wouldn’t be exterior dressing at the location,” llena
stated. “Today’s scenes are all interior,” she added, the logic of it
missing Lara.

A uniformed Officer waved Seiji over. Seiji pulled up to the
curb. He lowered his window as the Officer approached.

“Sorry about this, but you’ll have to turn around and detour.”
advised the Officer.

“No problem. I'll turn around. Thank you.” replied Seiji.
“Will this make us late?” llena asked, looking at her watch.

The Officer looked over to llena, but what he saw was Nicky
Faime sitting behind her. “Nicky Faime!” he snapped to, as though
in the presence of a superior officer. The Officer had a new tone.
“Sorry sir,” he apologized. “You’ll be through right away!” It was as
if Nicky was one of them, and had every right to be at a crime
scene, or at least drive through it.



“Nicky Faime coming through! Make way for Nicky Faime!” The
Officer directed a particular cruiser.

Something wasn’t clear. Nicky silently questioned himself; is
that Officer thinking of me as an actor, or as a cop?

The cruiser was repositioned with alacrity, and Seiji was able to
navigate around the rest. Macho hand waves from several Officers,
and a siren quickie sent the Escalade off in style.

Nicky peered through the rear window, reflecting on the crime
scene as it grew smaller and smaller. He blinked, and it was gone.

*khkkk*

Honeyland was situated in the parking lot of an old church,
approximately three miles away from the actual location.

Three miles through Brooklyn streets and traffic means a ten
to eighteen minute shuttle, thought Cheryl, a cute young TAD in a
cheap yellow rain slicker. Cheryl was standing by. To be exact, she
was umbrella laden, positioned where Nicky’s Escalade would pull in.

The crew was ahead on set. Special Effects had completed the
dressing of the corpse. All male actors were on set, and Haps was
ready to block, now.

The pressure was on. Cheryl had to get Nicky and Victoria to
set by eight-forty. It was currently eight-twenty. Cheryl would have
to ask Nicky to turn around, and go directly to set.

Victoria Plumner, playing Miriam the dead victim’s wife, had
been in Hair and Make-up since seven a.m., and her processing had
fallen far behind schedule. Cheryl had come close to begging, but



mercifully Victoria had reluctantly said she’d block in rollers.
Although, she wouldn’t travel until Nicky did.

The Escalade pulled into its assigned spot. Cheryl broke a grin,
and announced into her walkie that Nicky Faime had arrived at base
camp. In her nervous haste, Cheryl beat Seiji to Nicky’s door. She
popped open an umbrella and positioned it over where Nicky’s head
would be when he stepped out.

Nicky emerged. He had a cigarette in his hand. He looked at the
umbrella, and waved it away. Lara stepped out after Nicky, and
took the umbrella.

“I've got to get to the Make-up trailer.” Lara said to Nicky, and
kissed him on the cheek.

Nicky took Lara’s hand, kissed her fingers. “Later babe!”

That was Cheryl’s cue. "Good morning Mr. Faime!” Cheryl spoke
in a friendly efficient voice. “You’ve been requested on set for a
blocking.”

“Thanks! I’'m grabbing a smoke,” Nicky said, his sights set on
the Hair and Make-up trailer. As Lara had gone in, Victoria, in rollers
and rainwear, had come out. Victoria waved a cigarette at Nicky.
They walked towards each other.

“Cheryl, may | have an umbrella? Please!” llena’s voice was curt.
Cheryl snapped out of the stupor Nicky’s response had put her

in. She spun around, and landed in llena’s wet face. She fumbled
with an umbrella.



“Mr. Faime isn’t on the clock for seven minutes.” llena was
professionally correct. “I'll be in Mr. Faime’s trailer,” llena informed
Cheryl, as she took the umbrella that Cheryl had managed to open.
“Now, if you’ll be kind enough to point the way.”

Nicky and Victoria intersected in the center of the parking lot.

“Nicky, good morning! I'd heard you’d arrived.” Victoria held up
her smoke, “l thought you might want to join me. Look, the rain’s
stopped just for us.”

Nicky lit Victoria’s smoke, then his own. Victoria chatted on
about their upcoming scene together. Nicky couldn’t get a word in
edgewise, but he didn’t mind. He was content to smile and listen
half-hearted, for Nicky’s mind was largely at the crime scene he had
passed on the way to base camp.

As Victoria puffed and prated, Nicky’s forgotten cigarette was
once again burning a path to his fingers. Nicky’s eyes weren’t on
the travelling ember of his cigarette, because they were watching
through the rear window of the Escalade. Nicky was visualizing the
crime scene getting smaller and smaller.

The coal from Nicky’s smoke began to sear into his flesh. He
ignored the pain, preferring to stay inside his mind and watch the
reverse of his previous visualization. It was hypnotizing. The crime
scene loomed larger and larger. Before he knew it, Nicky was just
outside the front door of the home at the heart of the action.
Nicky tried to enter, but he couldn’t cross the threshold.

“You’re on the clock, Mr. Faime,” Cheryl’s TAD’s voice brought
Nicky around.



Nicky went to take a drag, but the cigarette had become
smothered to death between two fingers.

“Time to block,” Victoria said, as she flicked her butt onto the
cement.

“Time to block,” Nicky repeated. As he flicked his butt, a half-
gram of Nicky’s flesh went with it. The rain started up again. A
sleazy chill landed on Nicky’s nape. He glanced over at Cheryl. “Can
you have some Cold FX and the First Aid Kit brought to my trailer
before we travel?”

Cheryl looked like she was about to cry, scream or both.

*khkkk*

Lucille Brookers lay lifeless on the floor in her shell of a Shrine.

Lieutenant Lightfoot, plain clothes, a huge man of better than
six feet three inches with an intimidating edge about him, entered
the Brookers’ living room. A subordinate trailed Lightfoot, notebook
and pen in hand.

Philip, his good looks still holding out at fifty, was pulled
together nicely in high-end sportswear. His hair was immaculately
groomed, and his nails were professionally manicured. Normally a
highly opinionated person who liked the sound of his own voice,
Philip was now sickened into silence. He sat in despair on the couch.

Loreen wore a tracksuit over her pajamas. Every short hair on
her head was out of place. She was curled up in Lucille’s favorite
chair, trying to hold onto the pieces of her broken heart. Confused,
ang