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SECRETS
Donald Dewey

Some assumed Heyer’s rigid routines grew from childhood 

influences. Either his father had been one of those abrasive 

Marine captains infatuated with his own sense of discipline, 

went this supposition, or his mother had been the kind who 

ironed socks after doing the laundry. In fact, the contrary was 

the case. Heyer’s father had been an itinerant poker player who 

had confined his salutes to the full houses in his hand and his 

mother’s idea of doing laundry had been to wait for the dryer 

to come to a stop and then to cry out for everybody to grab what 

there was for grabbing from the machine. Inevitably, those 

aware of this home atmosphere championed the reverse theory 

that Heyer’s routines were a protest against his upbringing, 

as if to say human society consisted of so much of this quality 

and so much of its opposite and if one generation overindulged 

in one direction, its successor was preordained to restore a 

model balance. Heyer didn’t believe this mechanistic gibberish. 

Outside of the likelihood that he would die some day because so 

many others before him had, the notion that one person’s habits 

should predefine a second person’s—in emulation, rebellion, or 

some blend of the two—dismayed him. No man was an island, as 

the sages were addicted to saying? He dismissed such a concept 

as unsurveyed topography. For himself he had no brief with the 

solitary. The thing was just getting on with it.

Over the years Heyer had gotten on with quite a few things. A 

lanky, dark man with deviously vigilant eyes and a sharp nose—a 

face that suggested a perturbed crow—he would have been the 

first to admit he hadn’t been born to anything, as the expression 

had it. Before reaching his fortieth birthday, he had worked 

in six countries at six entirely different occupations. The only 

visible bridges between them were the transportation tickets he
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kept neatly bundled in a rubber band in the top drawer of his 

latest desk. There was the freighter ticket that had taken him 

to Bergen, where he had worked in a fish canning factory; the 

train ticket to Frankfurt where he had sung in beer halls while 

flirting with being an entertainer; the highway toll and ferry 

tickets he had preserved from driving to Dublin where he had 

made change for the housewives playing arcade slot machines 

every afternoon; the air ticket to Milan where he had edited the 

Italian edition of Playboy magazine; the cruise ship ticket to 

Montreal where he had produced CD anthologies of European 

film scores; and the bus ticket to New York where he had bought 

a restaurant in Tribeca that gained an aura of exclusivity by 

serving only five tables an evening with a single deluxe entrée 

at an extraordinarily high fixed price. Those who didn’t know 

Heyer might have concluded that by keeping evidence in his 

drawer of all his moving around, he had a sentimental streak, 

that he savored reminders of his travels. In truth, he was wholly 

absorbed with the neatness of his collection within the rubber 

band—how whatever adventures the tickets insinuated about 

his means of transportation, places of relocation, or career 

pursuits, they were ultimately reducible to the packet he was 

able to make of them next to his Swingline staple box, 5000 

Standard, Staples No. S.F. - 1.

Heyer’s personal relations also reflected the priority he gave 

to the neat and the compact. Because he had lost his virginity to 

an Anne and had had his first lengthy relationship with a Bryna, 

he had made sure not to toy with the clarity of his desires from 

that point forward, getting involved even for one-night stands 

only with women who kept him on track. (If his first lover had 

been named Josephine, would he have been so assiduous about 

it? Heyer didn’t waste brain cells on that speculation. His first 

lover hadn’t been a Josephine.) His biggest compromise came 

in Milan, where X was not part of the Italian alphabet. This 

he resolved (at least to his own thinking) by picking up a bass
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guitarist named Emilia with the rock quintet Xanadu. If he was 

deluding himself with her (and maybe on more than one count 

since she left him after stealing his wallet for a cocaine score), 

he was nevertheless able to move on to Yvonne with a minimal 

sense of failure.

Day-to-day practicalities were equally ordered. One morning 

he used Crest to brush his teeth, the next Colgate. He had 

learned the hard way that to use either two days in a row left 

him vulnerable to cavities. For breakfast there was the three-

day lineup of cherry, raspberry, and pineapple jams on his 

English muffin, allowing him to relish daily changes in pairings 

corresponding to his parallel rotation of Maxwell House and 

Folgers coffees. Given his aversion to suits, he created another 

surprise every morning when his ample roster of sports jackets, 

pants, shirts, and ties produced an unexpected combination. He 

didn’t mind it when he arrived at the restaurant and the elated 

and stymied looks of the staff betrayed the outcome of the bet 

on how he would be attired for the day. He even took their 

attention to his clothing as a compliment (save for a passing 

worry that someone would lose so heavily on his choices as to 

be tempted to clean out the till).

An unforeseen product of Heyer’s routines was that, while 

they kept him personally within rigorously defined paths, they 

simultaneously gave the impression to others that he was a 

man of incessant whim. Excluded from the internal dynamics 

of his systems, people not named Heyer acted as though he 

might say or do anything at all, as witness the staff bets on his 

clothes. Nothing could have been more untrue, of course. Their 

limitation was that they didn’t share his limitation, not realizing 

that just so many elements were in play for his rituals. Heyer 

was intrigued by this oversight. Already tinkering with the idea 

of selling his restaurant and becoming a teacher of philosophical 

astronomy in Bolivia or some other country closer to the sky, he 

had the feeling he was on to something more significant than
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the food business with that semblance of a contradiction. Was 

it too much to assert that the less variety there was in life, the 

more variety there appeared to be? 

The question began to tease him through his drill at the 

restaurant, raising its head with increasing frequency while he 

checked to make sure that all the suppliers had completed their 

deliveries, that Antonio the chef had a creative gleam in his eye 

for preparing the meal of meals, that Isabel had given an extra 

coil twist to the napkins on the tables, that Sacha had received 

rum and tequila reinforcements for the bar. Day after day, it 

continued to nudge him as he greeted his five tables for the 

evening, once causing him to lose the thread to a conversation 

and to respond to an observation with what he knew was a dumb 

smile. 

And his dumb smile was hardly the worst of it. The more 

Heyer gave in to his divagations about life’s varieties, the more 

restless his reservation lists grew. Sitting in his small office next 

to the kitchen one evening, he had to acknowledge their glare 

out at him from his laptop. As one of the city’s more exclusive 

restaurateurs, Heyer had been scrupulous about tempering 

the need for word-of-mouth publicity with care not to estrange 

his most satisfied customers for months at a time because 

of the restaurant’s limited seating capacity. The challenge of 

negotiating the fine line between satisfying the wishes of repeat 

diners and catering to what might become a fatal few was 

exhausting. But now evidence that he had crossed that line was 

undeniable. Every single table for the next two weeks had been 

reserved for a return customer, the unfamiliar names confined 

to his futures list extending months into the summer. If he 

wanted to be optimistic, he could view the table guests of the 

returning hosts as prospects. But he had never had any reason 

to want to be optimistic. He knew from experience that most 

guests came only because they wouldn’t have to pay; few had the 

income to play hosts themselves on a subsequent evening. The
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reservation list confronting him on his screen was a formula for 

bankruptcy.

Heyer acted. As he had learned in Norway when the whitefish 

or salmon conveyor belt hit a snarl, his first move was to shut 

down all that could be shut down, to freeze the crisis in place. 

In Bergen that had meant shutting off the can dispenser and 

the sealing compressor; in his office it meant switching his 

telephone to the message machine before he was interrupted 

by more return customers making reservations. For the next 

few hours, trying to control his aggravation with his own short-

sightedness, he moved back and forth on both booking lists until 

he had completed reasonable trades or at least had preserved 

the good will of the customers who couldn’t immediately commit 

to alternative dates. He wondered what any of them would have 

said if they realized they didn’t have infinity to play with, but 

only with the dates on the two lists. It struck him as another 

illustration of people deluding themselves about the varieties 

of human experience they had at their disposal. Fortunately, he 

didn’t feel any obligation to enlighten them.

‰
Miranda didn’t know what chaos was any more than the 

ocean knew what wetness was: Observing it externally, even 

for a second, wouldn’t have been Miranda. In gazing around 

her loft for her white sweat socks, she felt overwhelmed by 

the number of hiding places she could have wasted the next 

few minutes investigating. She knew the socks couldn’t have 

gone far because she had tossed them from where she was now 

sitting on the bed, but they were nowhere in sight. Every piece 

of clothing and bag on the floor, every sneaker and shoe in front 

of her, seemed intent on hiding not just one but both of them. 

And should she find them? She knew already they would just 

lead her elsewhere, further than she wanted to go so early in the
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day. She would rather go around the loft barefoot, risking the 

splinters on the floor, than have to deal with the secrets within 

secrets waiting for her. 

Miranda’s thirty-odd years could hardly reproach her 

misgivings. As a nine-year-old, she had wanted to see how much 

money her father kept in his shirt drawer; the answers were 

$48 and, according to the document under the bills, he was her 

step-father, not her father. At 13, she had finally penetrated her 

mother’s evasions to learn that her biological father had been a 

subway track worker killed by poisonous fumes trapped within 

a closed well years after an old CIA anti-terrorist experiment. 

At 17, she had wanted to see how deeply Larry Cohen’s dick 

could penetrate her; the answer had been deeply enough to 

force them into the embarrassment of being separated in an 

emergency room. At 23, she had hoped to gain extra insight into 

her doctoral thesis on Real Appearances by becoming a teaching 

assistant, only to discover that the professor she had so admired 

and wanted to work with had been plagiarizing other academics 

for years. Followed one temp job and one casual affair after 

another, each of them contributing to the ultimate secret she had 

gained nothing by learning—that she didn’t want to do anything 

or know anybody, that she functioned most easily when the 

money in her jeans pockets stayed merely a few dollars ahead 

of disaster and the people she came across wanted no more 

information about her than what she was willing to volunteer. 

Getting up from the bed, Miranda stood still for a moment 

until her head caught up with the rest of her body. She hadn’t 

smoked or drunk all that much before going to sleep, but she 

seemed to have a running tab with some of her neurons going 

back years. She gave it a couple of blinks, didn’t feel dizzy, 

then looked down at the glass ashtray on the night table. She 

decided cleaning it out would be her first chore of the morning. 

She felt so much better to tie the first knot in her string that 

she immediately planned the second (making coffee) and third
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(taking a shower). Or would it kill her to put off making the 

coffee until after she had taken her shower? Would she enjoy the 

coffee more if she were clean and in fresh clothes? Wouldn’t her 

stomach bloat if she stepped into the shower immediately after 

her coffee? She didn’t like being seized by that kind of doubt. 

It was just like doubts that had paralyzed her in the past, most 

recently last night when she had considered getting undressed 

to put on her nightgown, objected that she had to throw the 

clothes on her back into the laundry anyway, and ended up 

compromising by just taking off her socks and flinging them 

who-knows-where while she got under the covers in her green 

Mister Magoo T-shirt and black jeans. The only thing she hated 

more than getting into arguments with other people was getting 

into one with herself.

Miranda emptied her mind quiet, grabbed the ashtray, and 

walked it over to the garbage can under the sink. She had long 

steeled herself for the sight of a cockroach on the counter or in 

the sink in the morning, to the point that arming herself against 

the possibility had become practically the same as seeing one. 

This morning she didn’t see any, but released a quiver of disgust 

anyway. When she had first moved into the loft, she had blamed 

the wildlife on the restaurant downstairs. Lately she hadn’t 

been so sure. There were roaches in the poshest apartments 

on Fifth Avenue. They were a fact of New York life. And not to 

forget, the restaurant could have equally accused her of being 

the building’s roach magnet, and with a lot more invested in its 

indignation than she had. She didn’t want to be indignant, no 

matter how absurd the accusations against her. The only thing 

she hated more than spitting contests with herself was a spitting 

contest with somebody else.      

She ran the water for her coffee maker with a thought for the 

owner of the restaurant, the birdman named Heyer. Whenever 

they had crossed paths on the street or in front of the restaurant, 

he had been painstakingly polite, never mentioned a word about



Wag’s Revue

120 fiction

cockroaches, but had still made her uneasy with his stare. The 

gaze was peculiar, not the usual one from a moron wanting 

to grab her ass. It was as if Heyer were thinking of making an 

appointment for his lust with her, that it couldn’t be right now 

but that he would try to fit her in eventually. She thought this 

creepy, but also in its own way…civilized. Only human beings in 

an advanced society had the capacity to schedule their pawing in 

advance. Would that make surrendering to it equally civilized? 

She had had grubbier hands on her than Heyer’s. Maybe she 

would have felt like a respectable social institution sucking him 

off.

While she waited for the coffee to percolate, she went to her 

only street window to look down on the commuters going to the 

kind of jobs she didn’t have. In this latest of her neighborhoods 

she assumed most of the jobs were media-related—video types, 

computer whizzes, fashionistas, hotshots starting up advertising 

firms—or the blue collars and service people that kept the first 

group going—carpenters constantly redoing storefronts, lumpy 

women with tape measures around their necks, waiters putting 

on and taking off penguin shirts and vests. She played her 

morning game with the parade hurrying along on the sidewalk, 

wondering how many of the marchers she might have been if 

she had taken a different turn at any point along the way. For 

her alternate universe sister she beamed in on a tall brunette 

in a rust suit and white pullover. She wouldn’t have worn gray 

heels with the outfit, but then again she might have done even 

that in exchange for the brunette’s straight shoulders, perfect 

boobs, and confident gait. So far away, she couldn’t make 

out much detail about the woman’s face, but she guessed the 

thinnest of makeup and lip gloss. The brunette knew who she 

was, knew where she was going. Where was that, exactly? To 

an executive’s desk? To a receptionist’s chair? Or was it to one 

of those art galleries on the side streets where she did both the 

decision making and the greeting? How could anyone be that 

versatile?
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Miranda was glad she wasn’t down in the street with the 

brunette. If she had been walking toward her and if the brunette 

had been accompanied by a boyfriend, she would have been 

oafish about sizing the woman up to explain to herself how she 

had attracted the man. In this case, she wouldn’t have liked the 

answer, so she was relieved that she was up at her window and 

that the brunette didn’t have a boyfriend. She scratched at her 

right shoulder blade. It had been itchy for a couple of days now. 

At her age was it better to have an allergic rash or a pimple? 

In the shower she thought about masturbating, but felt 

no compelling urge for it. Her stomach felt as heavy after the 

coffee as she had feared, and she couldn’t imagine herself being 

attractive to anyone. Humiliation might have been a theme, but 

she seemed to have already exhausted that with her study of 

the straight shoulders and the nonexistent boyfriend. She had 

always felt more humiliated by what she had narrowly avoided 

than by what had actually happened to her: It was debasement 

plus not having the wherewithal even for that. As she turned 

off the shower, she just felt like a schmuck, over and out, and 

there was nothing erotically inviting about that, even for a few 

seconds; the most she would have gotten out of coming was 

having some phantom notice that it was indeed a pimple on her 

shoulder. 

She knew she had chosen wisely when she wrapped the big 

rose towel around her and stepped out of the shower stall and 

back into the main room. She was superior to the mess on the 

floor in front of her. It had stayed as it was while she had been 

renewing herself. She liked leaving her wet footprints around it. 

They attested to a mysterious presence in the jungle she hadn’t 

noticed before.

Her satisfaction was gone by the time she had put on her 

clean underwear. The electronic beep-beep-beep from the truck 

backing up to the side door of the restaurant downstairs said 

Heyer was offloading a delivery. He had been coy about how
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much he charged when she had joked about the subject with 

him, but she had to think it was somewhere near a thousand 

dollars for him to survive on merely five tables every night. But a 

thousand a table or a thousand a head? If by the table, the nightly 

income would have been $5,000; if by the head, probably in the 

$20,000 range. Either way, it was obscene, at least for her. She 

was already on Miracle Street having the money for her rent. 

But for a trendy restaurant in Manhattan? She had no idea how 

much somebody like Heyer had to take in to make a profit. She 

wondered if being curious about it made her less of a person.

Once she was dressed, Miranda bundled up anything that 

looked washable from the floor and the bed and stuffed it into 

a pillow case. One of the socks turned out to be at the foot of 

the bed, the other next to her plaid blouse. She was surprised 

she hadn’t been able to see them from the bed, and could only 

conclude they hadn’t been where she found them when she had 

been looking earlier. Not that she believed a fairy of some kind 

had slipped into the loft and moved them while she had been 

in the shower; more likely, her perception had blanked out on 

those two precise spots during her earlier scan so that they 

really hadn’t existed for her. She had been fooled by that kind 

of reverse mirage before. If she ever stumbled across a magic 

lantern, she would make sure her first wish to the genie would 

be to truly erase from reality what had only seemed erased to 

her. 

As soon as she had loaded up the pillow case and deposited 

it near the elevator door, she went to her desk to get some 

work done before committing herself to sitting around the 

laundromat. Too many of her leads were in Central and Pacific 

time zones so she had to focus on the few she had on the East 

Coast. She didn’t know why they hadn’t put their names on the 

telemarketing block list; she had done it with a minimum of fuss 

and had rarely been bothered by people like herself.
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The first number had a Massachusetts prefix. It was a woman 

with a screaming tot in the background. She gave herself five 

seconds after the introduction before the receiver was slammed 

into her ear. “Mrs. Warneke?”

“Yes?”

“Hi. I’m Miranda and I’m calling from Certified Plus.”

“Not interested.”

“You don’t know what it is, Mrs. Warneke.”

“You just told me. Miranda from Certified Plus. ’Bye now.” 

She had overestimated her abilities: four seconds, not five. 

Still, she had introduced herself to wherever in Massachusetts 

Mrs. Warneke lived. That alone vindicated using her name 

and not hiding behind some alias the way others doing her job 

apparently did. It wasn’t an Alice or a Katherine now flitting 

through the New England air, it was Miranda. She liked that. 

If others were ashamed of how they put a few dollars together, 

that was their problem, not hers. It hadn’t been easy explaining 

that to her section supervisor Billy when he had told her about 

the practice of using aliases. Was that even his name? On the 

one hand, he sounded as apologetic as any of his minions about 

pestering people for something else they didn’t need; on the other 

hand, he didn’t sound like someone who took his supervisor 

title lightly. Billy was definitely somebody who wanted credit 

for every sale by underlings, and that would have been harder if 

they knew him around the main office as Norman. 

But she wasn’t Billy. It was Miranda who punched out a 

number in New Jersey. She could have really used a couple of 

hundred dollars. The phone bill had been collecting dust in the 

middle of the envelopes at her elbow and a double bill was due 

any day.

‰
Heyer’s relief at resolving the reservations crisis lasted only 

until a nightmare stirred him from his sleep a few hours later.
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It was a particularly unpleasant wakening, as if his dreams 

had expelled him as unworthy. His one consolation as he 

reoriented himself to his bedroom in the darkness was that he 

had held on to the culprit responsible; the suffocating dread 

from the nightmare hadn’t escaped with consciousness. With 

all his shifting of customers back in his office, had he left one 

table open? In his sleep he had visualized the deleted names and 

the space on his laptop screen that hadn’t been covered, and the 

picture remained frozen in his bedroom. He couldn’t have made 

it up in both states of mind.

Heyer got up and stumbled over to his laptop. The screen 

confirmed his oversight: The fourth table for the next evening 

had been left unoccupied. Worse, he couldn’t expect to fill it on 

such short notice, certainly not with the theater producer he 

had already switched off it to another date. One change required 

diplomacy, two shame, and he had never been good at shame.

Heyer felt outmaneuvered by himself. It wasn’t the loss of 

income; he had more in the bank than he had ever had. It wasn’t 

even the threat to his reputation that would build when the 

diners at the other four tables wondered about the unused table 

and started talk that maybe he wasn’t doing as well as he had 

been. None of that mattered. But what did bother him was that 

he would be responsible for creating the core misunderstanding, 

the inevitable misinterpretation that he hadn’t been able to 

find somebody for the fifth table. It had been so unnecessary 

to foment that gossip with his sloppiness. That kind of thing 

remained gratuitously indelible, no matter how persuasively it 

was explained away. It was bad enough not to control everyday 

practicalities, but to be at the mercy of personal inventions was 

twice as tormenting.

Heyer wished he could wake up someone for sharing 

his problem. He had found that another person’s opinion 

sometimes cleared his head, if only because he didn’t have to do 

all the talking. But the most logical candidate—Leticia—he had
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recently broken up with, and not on the friendliest of terms. She 

would be the last one to appreciate a call at four in the morning 

to discuss what she had been given to calling his “manic lists.” 

Since he was too wound up to return to sleep, Heyer went to 

the refrigerator for the half-grapefruit he hadn’t eaten before 

going to bed. He saw no reason not to count it as part of the 

new day, as an early breakfast, rather than an extension of 

the evening. He hadn’t eaten at such an hour since his days at 

the recording studio in Montreal, and he didn’t know if he felt 

adventurous or nostalgic. But he did take the grapefruit as a 

sign: with one routine broken, what was to prevent him from 

breaking others? And one that occurred to him right away was 

his spotless record in charging for every meal consumed at the 

restaurant. Not once, not for a holiday or for a staff member’s 

birthday or for some old acquaintance who had come to town, 

had he served a meal on the house. He didn’t think of himself 

as cheap, simply not in need of creating occasions that couldn’t 

create themselves. But now the grapefruit was so pink and sweet 

it seemed to encourage him to a baronial generosity. It was 

almost mocking him: If it could taste so unusually satisfying, 

why couldn’t he do something equally unique? Would there 

ever be a more convenient time to invite somebody?

Heyer was baffled by his sudden urge. He had learned long ago 

that the most innocent of generosities on the surface concealed 

serious feelings of debt below that surface. But what debt? As 

far as he could tabulate, he didn’t owe anybody anything. 

‰
Miranda hoped the restaurant was called the 5X5 for some 

better reason than the five tables inside. The question didn’t 

keep her up at night, in fact she didn’t think about the name 

at all when she wasn’t entering or leaving her building, but it 

popped into her head every time she saw her reflection in the
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5X5’s green-tint street window. The birdman Heyer hadn’t 

struck her as so banal. Better would have been if his birthday 

was May 5, or if the restaurant had had an earlier incarnation 

at Fifth Avenue and Fifth Street, or if he had always stumbled 

over the five times table in school. She liked guessing what the 

source of the name was because she really didn’t care what it 

was and she only had to entertain her speculation when she saw 

herself in the window. As soon as she moved off from the glass, 

her curiosity did, too.

Most of the time. But today she continued conjecturing all the 

way down to the Spin-Fast Laundromat and while she loaded 

her favorite machine at the far end of the third row. She thought 

it interesting, for instance, that a slim, raven figure like Heyer 

would give his enterprise a name with the ultimate in squat 

connotations. It was the reverse of what she would have never 

had the nerve to do: calling a restaurant of hers The Giraffe. 

As she slid her bills into the washing machine and it grumbled 

into motion, she wondered if Heyer had a fat man inside him 

crying to be liberated. She liked thinking people like that existed 

somewhere.

“Go ahead. I do it all the time.”

Miranda needed a second to take it in that the skinny redhead 

with the hipbones protruding from her jeans like six-shooters 

was addressing her. Then she remembered her right hand, the 

one that was still holding the liquid soap she had forgotten to 

add to the wash.

“They always act like you’ll break it or something if you don’t 

do things in the right order,” the redhead said. “What’s the 

machine going to do if you put the soap in after—block the vent?”

Miranda realized that yes, somewhere in the back of her 

mind, she had assumed just the danger the redhead was now 

ridiculing. She didn’t like feeling stupid about things she had 

been stupid enough to believe. “They used to clean things with 

just water and rocks on the frontier,” she said, trying to smile 

her way through, “so I guess I’ll do that today.”
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“Oh, go ahead. Nothing ’ll happen. Really.”

Before Miranda could react, the redhead yanked the soap 

container from her hand, screwed off the cap, and poured 

the blue liquid into a practiced dose. Miranda wanted to stop 

her, clung to the thought that just her disapproval should have 

stopped her, but couldn’t move. She flinched as the redhead 

raised one of the lids on the machine and emptied the soap 

through the hole there. “There you go,” the woman said, 

sounding thrilled with herself. “And look! The machine’s still 

running!”

Miranda had little choice but to smile again as she took back 

the soap container extended to her. She loathed so many things 

about the redhead—her assertiveness, her slim body and peek-

a-boo belly button, her shrewd blue eyes. But most of all she 

hated being shown up by the machine’s instructions. If they 

were so worthless, why bother printing them? She didn’t care 

what it cost her in clothes, but she prayed for the machine to 

break down. 

But it didn’t. Instead, the window glass was quickly smeared 

with the soap. She felt as though she were the one smeared.

“The Stepford Wives didn’t just happen in Stepford,” the 

redhead winked, taking an old magazine off the table and 

camping down on one of the plastic seats. “We’re the Stepford 

wives! Right?”

Miranda made a point of not winking back. The woman’s 

presumption in knowing something about her, in including her 

in some fictional world of robots, was beyond galling. “Whatever 

that means.”

Miranda hoped she sounded bitchy enough, and the redhead 

didn’t look particularly happy as she flipped open her magazine, 

but she didn’t trust it. With almost a half-hour to kill before 

the machine stopped, she couldn’t help but remain within 

conversational distance of the woman if she did her waiting in 

the laundromat. Before she had the vaguest idea where exactly,
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she headed back out into the street for a walk. She felt better 

instantly to be moving nowhere in particular. The weather 

was warm enough for her windbreaker, but not so warm that 

she didn’t have to button it up over her Mae West T-shirt. The 

people passing had no weather: They looked like they were late 

for work and thinking only of excuses. 

She stopped in front of a junk shop that called itself an 

antique store. It was big on Mr. Potato Heads inside bell jars 

and covered with rhinestones and chains. She had made cuter 

things from clay as a little girl, but minus the pasty glitz that 

probably justified a ludicrous price. To the people she never 

wanted to meet she added whoever threw away money on such 

idiocies and considered it some kind of kitschy art. She liked 

not being able to think of someone like that. 

“How are you this morning?”

Miranda groaned for thinking she could walk down the street 

without being hit on. She was already giving the Mr. Potato 

Heads the stiff nod she did to ward off pains in the ass when she 

recognized Heyer in the window. She was mortified to bumble 

out a “fine” when she knew he really wasn’t interested in how 

she was, then made it worse by asking him how he was.

The birdman smiled as if he didn’t know, but recovered with 

the aplomb of somebody who owned a restaurant and dealt 

with the public every day. “I was just thinking of you,” he said, 

making it sound like the truth. “We keep running into each 

other on the street and just saying hello. How about I raise the 

ante and invite you down to the 5X5 this evening?”

Miranda hated not knowing what to say because she didn’t 

know what to think. “That would cost me a month’s rent,” she 

managed.

“No, no. As my guest, of course. Neighbors should be 

neighborly. And god knows I’ve probably cost you a headache 

here and there with all the deliveries and the coming and going.”

Miranda waited for mention of the cockroaches, but Heyer
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was too busy staring at her in his weird way. He had said all he 

had intended saying, and it was her turn again. “I couldn’t let 

you do that,” she said. “And you really don’t owe it to me.”

“Oh, c’mon. Bring a friend. Bring two friends. Guaranteed 

you’ll like it. Any allergies? Shellfish? Chocolate?”

The question rattled her; it was as if he had been in the shower 

with her and noticed the pimple on her shoulder blade. “That’s 

what you’re serving tonight—shellfish and chocolate?”

“No,” he laughed. “That’s just one of the things I ask when 

people call for a reservation. You’d be amazed how many food 

allergies are out there. Most places can deal with them. They 

have big menus. But if I get somebody in and they’re allergic to 

peanuts and we’re serving peanut butter that night, well, you 

can imagine how that might ruin the evening for everybody!”

She smiled, and he was pleased. He had very even teeth for 

such a raptor. “Somehow I can’t see the 5X5 serving peanut 

butter.”

“Not this evening. Promise. So what about it?”

“I really…”

“It’ll save you coming down some day to borrow a cup of 

sugar.”

Once upon a time, when confronted with appointments she 

didn’t want to make, Miranda made up stories about other 

commitments. But now she didn’t want to do that. Not only 

would it have rung hollow even to herself, but she suddenly 

didn’t want to disappoint the birdman. He gave the appearance 

of having invested a lot of will power in his invitation. “Do I ask 

what’s actually on the menu or would that be gauche?”

“Gauche away. I’ve heard a rumor the cook has ordered a lot 

of veal.”

“Like breaded cutlets?”

“That part of it is a secret.”

“I don’t like secrets.”
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It was out before she realized she was saying it—her secret, 

the one she never shared with anyone. But instead of being 

miffed by her tone, he laughed again in his weird, distant way. 

“Not breaded cutlets. How about we leave the secret at that—

half and half?”

There was no way she couldn’t leave it at that, not without 

being completely boorish. Heyer went off up the block toward 

the restaurant with his half of the secret and she had the rest of 

the day to dispose of her half the way she wanted. Thoughts of 

the black dress hanging unworn in her closet for months made 

her feel outfoxed.

‰
Heyer tried not showing his surprise when Miranda walked 

into the restaurant alone. She had had the whole day to find 

an escort, and he couldn‘t imagine her without boyfriends. But 

alone she was, and in the kind of plain black dress and sling 

heels that she might have just stepped into on the way to her 

loft elevator down to the restaurant. The only effort at all she 

seemed to have made was around her eyes—the liner thicker 

than he had seen it when they had run into one another in front 

of the junk shop. He thought she had exaggerated: She already 

looked too much like a small ball of a woodland creature to risk 

further comparison with a raccoon. If he hadn’t still thought it 

was a good idea to invite her as his guest for the unoccupied 

fourth table, he would have thought of it as a bad idea.

He felt the eyes of the other diners on them as he held her 

chair for her to sit down. Since he had already steeled himself 

for some blowzy eruption that would give away what he was up 

to, he was pleased by her demure smile and impersonal thanks. 

The unpretentious silver chain bracelet on her wrist might have 

also been a happy omen if his eyes didn’t follow it to her pudgy 

hand and to where she had been chewing on her nails. “You



Wag’s Revue

fiction 131

decide,” she said deferentially in the middle of his reading of the 

wine list. “Your reputation is well known, Mr. Heyer. Anything 

dry white.”

It took Heyer a moment to accept the flattery for what it was. 

At worst there was a wink-wink in it, no true sarcasm. He was 

only sorry he waited to let his appreciation show in front of 

Sacha. The bartender eyed him suspiciously; clearly, Isabel had 

already spread the word not to expect much of a tip from the 

fourth table. “Number Three,” he said, affecting no reaction to 

Sacha’s look. “Everything okay here?”

The bartender had never been happier, so Heyer returned 

for another tour of the tables. The pâté was about gone at One 

and Three, only halfway through at Two and Five. He was 

tempted to skip it altogether for his upstairs neighbor, but 

then scolded himself for considering it. Full service for her was 

far more important than keeping the courses at all the tables 

simultaneous. When he took that decision into the kitchen with 

some of the dirty pate plates, Antonio was waiting for him with 

a beatific smile. “You’re not telling us something, Heyer,” the 

chef said in the tone of an uncle who had learned of his nephew’s 

naughty doings.

“What are you talking about?”

“What am I talking about!” The two assistants on for the 

evening sniggled. “I wonder what that could be!”

Heyer let them wonder. He was diverted anyway by Antonio’s 

latest concoction—sweetly aromatic veal betraying both its mint 

and sage without either winning the upper hand. He thought 

it typical of a chef whose genius lay not in a meal as such, but 

in the articulated measure he gave to all the ingredients that 

went into it. A pinch more or less of what he used would hardly 

have polluted his creation, but nor would it have equaled the 

satisfaction of tasting the absence of that more or less. Heyer 

always tasted that absence. In the kingdom of Absence, he had 

thought more than once, Antonio sat on the throne.



Wag’s Revue

132 fiction

‰
Miranda could have used a book. The room was too dark to 

actually read in, and she would have probably come off to the 

diners at the other tables as a lonely nerd, but she wouldn’t have 

minded some smart novel about preppies committing mass 

suicide in Aruba as a prop. As it was, she felt exposed to have 

nothing between her and the two near tables but the glass of 

wine the bartender had brought. How could she look straight 

ahead without seeming to be snooping on those at the two 

tables? The bald-headed man at the table to the left had already 

smiled at her—one of those awkward smiles that wanted to say 

hello and I-know-you’re-looking-at-me and I-wish-you-would-

stop-staring-at-me all at once. At least he was more practiced 

in deflecting idle eyes than his Botox blonde, who had to keep 

catching herself from returning the stare and making up 

endlessly banal conversation for her Sugar Daddy so she would 

know where to direct her look. Miranda decided that the two of 

them hadn’t made it with Baldie on top in years and that Blondie 

had long given up complaining about it. 

  The Twenty-Somethings at the right table were more grating 

because they were even more obviously fragile in their chitchat. 

All four of them kept buoying one another into laughter over 

their Wall Street office tales. The two overfed frat boys looked 

like they had been fitted out in their blue suits with their MBAs 

and hadn’t bothered going back to their tailor since for a tune-

up. The women kept laughing a half-second too late, as if still 

feeling their way toward all the right moves. She took them for 

assistants picking up pointers before climbing over the frat boys 

up the office ladder. She couldn’t imagine any other reason for 

them to be paired off or quadrupled off or whatever they were. 

Fully dressed, they were the setup scene for a porn movie.

 Miranda took a sip of wine, reminding herself to behave.



Wag’s Revue

fiction 133

She owed it to the birdman for giving her something different 

to do for the evening. Why he had given it to her didn’t seem 

as important as being able to eat something besides her own 

cooking, and gratis at that. If all he was after was getting laid, 

she could deal with that one way or the other when the time 

came. Her serious doubt was in her thought that she might find 

out if he usually charged by the table or by the customer. She 

didn’t want to know which it was; it was part of the secrets of 

his business, and finding out which it was would lead only to 

trouble. But beyond coming alone, so that the table price and 

the customer price had to be the same, she didn’t know how 

else to head him off from volunteering the information. Even 

kissing people to shut them up was no guarantee of what would 

be said as soon as the kissing stopped.

She hadn’t made up her mind about the vampire-looking 

waitress named Isabel who brought her pate. Either Heyer and 

Isabel went prowling on the same piers for the same necks after 

closing the restaurant or they bit and scratched each other to a 

bloody mess once they were alone together. Miranda had never 

understood the attraction of Isabels to men. They had bodies 

like pencils and minds like erasers that had nothing interesting 

to erase. Whatever her mirror said, she was developing stretch 

marks sexier than that. Where was the fascination for somebody 

like the birdman? She might ask him just that because his answer 

was unlikely to involve any secret; she was sure he didn’t have 

the slightest idea why Vampyra turned him on. Plus, it would 

get him talking about something besides his tables.

The bartender was refilling her glass before she had 

swallowed her first piece of pâté. She had an impish urge to ask 

him if the wine was supposed to cover up the pâté or the pâté 

the wine, but again felt stifled by whatever contract she had 

willy-nilly entered into with Heyer. She hadn’t asked him for his 

generosity, but now it was weighing on her. Didn’t that make 

it less than generosity? Real things always appeared more real 

than they were.
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‰
Normally, Heyer would have ranked the evening in his Top 

Ten. There had been nothing forced in the compliments from the 

four tables. Antonio had scored again—with the pâté, with the 

veal, with the sautéed vegetables, even with the coffee mousse 

that Heyer himself thought leaned a centimeter too close to 

the thick. Sacha and Isabel had been impressed with their 

tips, Table Three had insisted Antonio come out of the kitchen 

for a bow. But Heyer’s triumph was not total, due to his own 

condescension. It had lasted mere seconds and Heyer hadn’t 

shared it with anyone, but he hadn’t missed his smugness: His 

mark of a successful service had been the enthusiasm from his 

four paying tables; only their reactions counted. He had all but 

tut-tutted Miranda’s opinion because, whatever her announced 

delight with everything, she hadn’t been a routine customer. He 

didn’t like himself for that.

When he invited her to stay behind the other diners to have a 

sambuca with him, she replied with a wince of a smile that said 

she had expected him to make the offer. Isabel had thrown him 

the same knowing look on her way out the door, and, though he 

couldn’t make it out, he was sure the tune Sacha was mutter-

humming behind the bar as he cleaned up had double-entendre 

lyrics aimed at him and his designs on Miranda. For Heyer, it 

was another vivid example of how the narrowest of purposes—in 

this case, apology—could be misconstrued as adventure. Yes, he 

hadn’t seen Leticia in almost a month, yes, he was due to move 

on to an M, and yes, he felt his pulse beating more rapidly at the 

thought of going upstairs with Miranda and slowly stripping her 

of her black dress and the black bra he had glimpsed under it. 

But there was still the meal in the middle, and it made him feel 

more like a host than a lover. How could he give or take anything 

when he was still asking if everything had been satisfactory? As 
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they sat and sipped their sambucas, he needed more than her 

turgid lead for clarity. 

“So this is what you do down here every night!” she seemed to 

say for the third or fourth time.

“Five nights. You must’ve noticed we’re closed weekends.”

The five tables for explaining the restaurant’s name would 

have been banality. Throwing in the five nights for the other 5 on 

the awning struck her as banality stoned.  “Isn’t that supposed 

to be the best time for a restaurant?”

“For those that depend on the calendar. We depend on the 

menu.” The woodland creature she most reminded him of was 

a chipmunk. She didn’t have buck teeth, but her prominent 

upper lip put them there in their absence. As with Antonio’s 

measurement of ingredients, the secret was in what wasn’t 

there. “You haven’t shown much curiosity about why I invited 

you this evening.”

She feigned innocence. “I haven’t?”

“No.”

She pretended to think about it. “You told me this morning. 

You wanted to be more neighborly.”

“True. But there was also another reason.”

She scrunched her nose and leaned more heavily on her 

elbows to raise her glass to her lips. “Don’t spoil it.” 

He was sorry; he had counted on telling her about the 

reservation list, on being candid with her. But the more he 

seemed to lean toward her, the further she receded from him. 

“Something else, then.”

“Something else what?”

“That I can tell you and will sweep you off your feet.”

He grinned before she had to study how serious he was. But it 

hadn’t been necessary. She was suddenly all seriousness as she 

asked: “Tell me something that won’t cost either of us.”

He thought he knew what she meant, then realized he didn’t. 

She wasn’t talking about the amnesias of one-night stands, but 



Wag’s Revue

136 fiction

about a much more final insignificance. “I’d have to know you 

better to know what that is,” he heard himself reply.

She thought about it, then nodded. “Yes, I suppose so.” 

“You can’t know what’s absent unless you know what’s 

present. So tell me something about yourself. Anything. Then 

I’ll have a better idea of what might cost you.”

“Everything costs everybody.”

“We’re talking only about you.”

“I really don’t like talking about me.”

“Make an exception.”

“Why?”

Heyer knew that answer. “Because as soon as you finish that 

sambuca, you’ll get up and go upstairs and I won’t matter to you 

anymore. Your secret will be safe.”

Her skepticism said she had heard that one before, and not 

with the promised results. But she didn’t flee from the idea, 

either. “I could say anything. I could lie to you.”

“But you wouldn’t. Because you know you’re just one of the 

many women I invite down here so I can go to bed with them 

afterward, and no one of them is more important to me than the 

next one. You count on that and I count on it, too.”

‰
Miranda admired the way he kept a straight face. She couldn’t 

recall the last time such an appearance had felt so real to her. 

“We’ve gotten a little mixed up, haven’t we? I thought you were 

the one who was supposed to say something to knock me off my 

feet. But now it’s suddenly on me.”

His birdman stare didn’t falter. “I’ll make it up to you.”

She didn’t know if he would or not, but she wanted to believe 

he would. “Okay,” she decided. “Some secret that won’t cost 

either of us?”

“Right.”
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She had never said it before, but she had never had such an 

ideal opportunity for saying it, either. Not only would they go 

upstairs and screw or not go upstairs and screw, but he owned a 

restaurant, and restaurants went out of business every week. She 

wouldn’t even have to go upstairs to make him less important; 

he might be forced to evacuate the building without any help 

from her. “My real name isn’t Miranda,” she said, feeling hot at 

her ears just saying it. “I took that from Shakespeare because it 

sounded romantic. My real name is Alice Katherine.”

‰
Heyer thought instantly of the rocker Emilia in Milan. Had 

Xanadu really counted?


