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				I lurked in the wings watching the man kill.

				He cut them with quips, slayed them with stories. Plunged his razor-sharp wit into their guts and twisted, twisted, twisted until tears streamed down their faces. 

				The stand-up comic on stage had the audience on a string; his feelings of power and control and exhilaration were like no others. I knew what it felt like, but unless you’d been on stage before, it was hard to fathom the intensity of the moment. The indescribable rush was what comics lived for, killed for. 

				For me, it had been five long months since I’d felt it, five months since the name Channing Hayes had graced the marquee out front. Five months since the accident. I missed the rush daily, almost as much as I missed Lauren.

				The comedian continued his onslaught, and the violent lingo describing his goal echoed in my head. Destroy. Slay. Kill. Make the audience die laughing. Before the accident, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it—words, just words. Now, I had trouble getting past their real meanings. In my life, the line between comedy and tragedy had dissolved one horrific night five months ago.

				A tug on my sleeve caught my attention and I spun around to face Heather, Lauren’s younger sister. She’d been in the crash, too, and had escaped with little lasting physical injury. I wasn’t so sure about her emotional stability, but you had to give her props. At least she was prepared to resume her career. 

				I leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Ready to go?” Even if I shouted, the comic on stage probably wouldn’t hear me over the crowd’s riotous laughter, but I wanted to set a good example. It didn’t look right if the co-owner of The Last Laff Comedy Club dissed the talent by drowning out their punchlines.

				With a jerk of her head, Heather motioned me to follow. She led me down the hall toward the back, past the restrooms and the “green room” and the swinging door on the right that served the kitchen. Past the storage closet and the shoebox-sized office Artie and I shared. She pushed through the service entrance into the cool Northern Virginia spring night, while I hustled to keep up. Behind the club, the smell of ripening garbage in the Dumpster assaulted my nostrils, and the faint sound of satiated rats scurrying away raised a few hairs on my neck. There’s no place like home…

				Heather stopped short and leaned one shoulder against the filthy cinder block wall. Pulled her Dumbo the Flying Elephant towel from her pocket and began wringing it. Her good luck charm. If only she’d had it with her that night.

				“You okay?” 

				Heather’s eyes were the size of hubcaps and her lower lip quivered. “I don’t know, Channing. I’m a little freaked out.”

				A little? I rested my hand on her shaking shoulder. “Relax. You’re supposed to be nervous. If you weren’t, I’d think something was wrong with you.” Tonight was Heather’s first time soloing in front of a crowd, not counting a few open-mic nights. Her first big test since the accident.

				“It’s more than that. I don’t think I can do it,” she said. “It’s—” 

				“You’ve been working on this for a long time. Working hard. You’ve earned it,” I said. “You’ll do great.” I’d been helping her with her act. Encouraging her, serving as her sounding board. Fine-tuning it. Going solo was a lot different than the improv sister act she’d been doing with Lauren, though she’d adapted well. Lauren had been a grinder, but Heather had that one-in-a-thousand natural comedic talent. Just needed focus and a dose or three of discipline.

				Heather twisted Dumbo into a tighter knot. “I’m not ready. I’m not. I don’t think I can do this.” Her words spilled out faster, higher pitched. She stared at me with deep dark chocolate eyes, the same eyes her sister used to peel me open with. My heart ka-chunked in my empty chest.

				I glanced down at the two remaining digits on my left hand. Thumb and forefinger. I’d lost the other three fingers in the crash, and my mangled hand would forever haunt me. I raised my head and caught Heather transfixed by my hand, too. I swallowed before I spoke. “Heather. Listen to me. Lauren would be so proud of you. She knew you were the one with the star on her back. The ‘supreme crowd pleaser’—her words, not mine. More than anyone, she would want you to go out there tonight. This is the first step back. Do it for her.” 

				Heather’s head sagged. I reached out and gently lifted her chin. “You know I’m right. Remember, Channing Hayes is always right. Even if your sister said otherwise.”

				A slip of a smile appeared but vanished in an instant. “I’m scared,” she said in a small voice.

				“We’re all scared on stage. But think of the audience. How amazed they’ll be after you blow them away. Come on. You know I’m right.” I gave her arm a reassuring squeeze.

				Heather nodded, still wringing her towel. There was something in her face, something I hadn’t seen before. Not nerves, exactly. Something deeper. “Channing?” Her voice trembled.

				“Yeah?”

				“No matter what happens tonight, I want to thank you for everything you’ve done. For helping me cope. For helping me with my act. For…” She choked up and her big eyes filled. “Just for everything. Okay?”

				“Sure, sure. But don’t worry, it will all—”

				The back door swung open, and Artie Worsham, my mentor and partner in the club, stuck his head out. “Goddamnit Hayes, there you are. Get your tush back in here. We’ve got a club to run. Don’t have time for girltalk. Let’s go. Chop, chop.” He gave Heather a parting glare and ducked his head back inside. The door whooshed closed on its pneumatic piston.

				I tried to buck Heather up with a final round of encouragement. “You can do it. I know it. You know it. And Lauren knew it. Go out and kill for her, okay?”

				She nodded, and I’ve never seen anyone look so pitiful, so forlorn. I could only do so much. At some point it was up to her to leave the nest and fly on her own, and that point was fast approaching. I tapped my watch. “You’re on in twenty. And please, don’t worry. You’ll do great. Really.”

				_____

				A party of three had walked out on their bill, and Donna McKenzie, the “mother hen” of The Last Laff—head server, ticket seller, business manager—steamed. “I can not believe that happened. Little dipshits.” 

				Donna and I stood behind the bar as Skip Gold, the bartender, hovered nearby, listening in while pretending not to. “Don’t worry about it. Just a few bucks,” I said, winking at her. “Want I should chase them down and beat it out of them? It’d be my pleasure.”

				Donna frowned at me, hands on hips. “Don’t make me laugh. You couldn’t swipe the lunch money from my little Seanie.” Her asthmatic seven-year-old. 

				From behind us, Skip chimed in. “Why don’t you just overcharge the next few parties? Like I do when that shit happens to me.” He wiggled his eyebrows, first the left one, then the right one. Then both together.

				“I didn’t realize you even knew how to make change,” Donna said. “You know, all those different coins can be confusing.”

				Skip made a face. “Learned it in high school. Along with how to mix drinks.”

				“I bet you aced that course. I mean, look at the great job you do here. You’re our number one bartender.” 

				“I’m your only bartender,” Skip said. Another face, more twisted than the first. “At least no one hosed moi tonight.”

				Donna gave him the finger as she returned to her tables. Skip sidled up to me. “What’s with Artie this evening? He seems kinda prickly.”

				“How can you tell? He’s always like that,” I said, scanning the room for the old guy. The comic on stage had almost finished his set, and it was Artie’s job to introduce the next one. Six-Pack Wednesday was a crowd favorite, when the club gave six up-and-coming comics twenty minutes each to strut their stuff.

				“Heather’s next, right?” Skip asked. “She ready?”

				“She’s ready.” My throat felt dry, my palms didn’t. Heather’s self-doubt bothered me. It was one thing to be a little nervous—many people performed better that way—but she’d gone way beyond a few butterflies. It would destroy her confidence if she flamed out tonight. Maybe there was too much pressure on her. Maybe she wasn’t ready.

				The comedian nailed his final punch line and the audience cheered. A quick bow elicited more applause as Artie strode across the small stage toward the microphone.

				“Dave Stebbinski everyone. Let’s hear it for Dave!” Artie said. Old-school through and through, he hewed to the traditions whenever he could, even if the entire audience had been weaned on Seinfeld and thought Carlin, Cosby & Klein was the name of the firm handling their parents’ wills. To my surprise, Artie held one arm up and pushed his open hand toward the ceiling, like he must have seen a rapper do somewhere. Raise the roof, suckas! 

				Maybe you could teach an old-school dog new tricks. 

				He brought the mic up to his mouth. “How’s everyone doing tonight? Having fun?” Another push skyward.

				The audience responded, and you could see the pride reflected in Artie’s face. “Good, good. We’ve got a hot comedienne up now, one you’ll really enjoy getting to know. I sure did,” Artie said, forcing a theatrical chuckle. He waited a beat for the reaction, but only got a few groans. “Hey, I kid because I love,” he said, this time to complete silence. There was a reason he’d given up performing to open the club. 

				He shrugged and cleared his throat into the mic. “Anyway, I’d like to introduce one of the finest young comics to hit this town in a long time. You’ve seen her as one half of the Dempsey Duo, and now she’s taking her solo act out for a spin. Please welcome Miss Heather Dempsey!” Artie swooped his arm out toward the wings to greet Heather as she bounded onto the stage.

				No Heather. No bounding.

				Artie waited a few seconds, then tried again. “Give a big hello to Heather Dempsey!”

				A few murmurs burbled from the audience. “Come on out, Heather. I promise I won’t bite. Not this time, anyway.” Artie took a few steps toward the side of the stage where the on-deck performers waited, holding the mic away from his mouth. “Hey,” he called to someone off-stage. “Where’s the girl?” Even without the microphone, most of the crowd could hear the confusion in Artie’s nasal voice. He kept walking until he disappeared behind the curtain.

				I left my position behind the bar and rushed through the room, weaving my way between the tables. Before I reached the wings, Artie had returned to the stage, microphone in hand. “Sorry about the delay, folks. Miss Dempsey’s not feeling well. So let’s give it up for Pokey Paulson!” A short, fat guy trudged into the spotlight to polite applause.

				I met Artie as he came off stage. “Where is she?” he asked. Concern seemed to crowd out the irritation in his voice.

				I shrugged. “I don’t know. She was nervous. I’ll see if I can find her.” 

				Artie gave me a knowing glance. “Yeah, yeah,” he said. He’d been a little leery of putting Heather on stage by herself. A big fan of their sister act, I knew he didn’t want Heather to fail, afraid she’d give up her dream if she bombed. Despite his gruff exterior, Artie was the most caring individual I’d ever run into in this business. Or any other, for that matter.

				Sometimes a comic would drop out, but usually it happened during an open mic night when nerves would propel a newbie into a puking fit. Didn’t happen to the pros very often. 

				I checked the green room. Artie had transformed an oversized storage closet into a waiting room/dressing room for the talent. A two-person loveseat and a coffee table picked up at a garage sale. A 19-inch TV attached to a VCR. A dorm-sized refrigerator stocked with RC Cola and cream soda. All crammed together in a room he’d painted mint green, in a nod toward The Tonight Show. We had a long way to go before we were in Leno’s league. Unfortunately, Heather wasn’t there.

				I got Donna to check the ladies’ room; she came up empty. I sent her back in to re-check each of the stalls, but they were still empty. I questioned Skip and the other two servers. No sighting. Turned out I’d been the last one to see her. 

				I tried her cell, but it rolled into voicemail after four rings, and I closed the phone without leaving a message. She knew it was her turn on stage, knew we were counting on her. Knew about the audience waiting to roll on the floor laughing. 

				That’s exactly why she took off.

				I went out behind the club again, bracing for the stench of garbage. I thought maybe she’d still be there, frozen with indecision, nerves a-jangle. I couldn’t blame her. The accident had really screwed up my head, and I knew it also had affected her deeply, despite her assurances otherwise. I wouldn’t blame her if she never summoned up the courage to get back on stage. It was something I hadn’t been able to do yet and I had a lot more experience than she did.

				I leaned against the cinder block wall trying not to think about that awful night, when I’d lost my fiancée and my entire life had disintegrated. I felt myself going under, succumbing to the feelings of guilt. Why did I have to drink that night? Why couldn’t I have been the one driving? I was a better driver; I would have been able to prevent the accident. 

				Why had I survived instead of Lauren?

				I closed my eyes and waited for the bottomless feeling of despair to pass.

				It didn’t. It never did.
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				I went back inside to catch the last two comics. Each stretched his act ten minutes to make up for Heather’s absence, and the audience didn’t seem to notice. Or if they did, they didn’t seem to care. To them—to most of our customers—comics were interchangeable, replaceable. Like car tires. Got a flat? Just slap on another tire. As long as there’s enough tread on it, you’re good to go. Sad to think I was the only person truly disappointed Heather hadn’t performed.

				After the place emptied, Artie and I sat at the bar reviewing the evening—our nightly ritual. It was our way of decompressing, and it gave us a chance to float any suggestions we might have—for improving the acts, the food, the drinks, the service, anything—while they were still fresh in our minds. Tonight, Skip hung around and jawed with us. Made him feel useful, so Artie didn’t shoo him away. He always thought it important to make the employees feel like an integral part of the team.

				“So? Find Heather?” Artie asked. He chewed an unlit cigar, the same one he’d been gnawing on for a week.

				“Nope.”

				“Don’t sweat it. I’ve seen it a million times. Comics think they’re ready, then nerves take over. In this business, courage is as essential as talent. Maybe more so.” Artie nodded, as if this was the first time he’d ever said it, although I’d been hearing it for years.

				I shook my head. “I don’t know, Artie. She seemed off tonight, but I’m not sure it was about performing. I mean, she’s been on stage a lot.”

				He pointed his cigar at me. “Yeah, but always with her sister. Never by herself. Big difference. Big, big difference.”

				Off to the side, Skip leaned on the bar, bony chin resting on one palm. “I’m with Artie. She rabbitted. Happens all the time.” He shrugged in my direction. “Hey, not that I blame her or anything.”

				I glared at him and he busied himself with some glassware down at the other end of the bar. Skip was a frustrated young comic himself, but he suffered from what a lot of people suffered from—stage fright. Except his was so bad it brought on stuttering. Tough to be a comic with that hanging around your neck. To make matters worse—because of the stuttering—someone long ago had saddled him with the nickname Skip. I always thought Skip Gold was a better comic’s name than Steven Gold, but I wasn’t sure he saw it that way.

				I returned my attention to Artie, poring over the figures from the night’s take. “I’ll talk to Heather. Find out what happened. Maybe we can give her another chance?” I raised my eyebrows in his direction. I didn’t want one moment of indecision on Heather’s part to ruin everything she’d been working so hard to achieve.

				Artie grunted. “Yeah, yeah. We’ll see.” He jammed the cigar back into his mouth and rustled his papers. After a moment, he picked his head up and fire burned in his eyes. “You know that prick Reed?”

				“Sure.” Gerry “Greedy” Reed owned the Capitol Comedy Club, known by the comics as the CCC. We liked to think of him as competition, but his club was the D.C. area’s eight-hundred-pound comedy gorilla, and ours was a spindly spider monkey. “What about him?”

				“He waltzed in here earlier. Said he wanted to talk to us about something big. Something we’d want to listen to.” Artie’s face had turned red. “I told him I was busy and to come back three years from next Tuesday.”

				“Did he say what he wanted?” I asked, picturing Reed sauntering through our doors, nose tipped high. He was tall, handsome, and charming, and I didn’t like him one bit, not with his I’m-better-than-you-and-every-friend-you-ever-had expression permanently pasted on his puss. Sometimes it still rankled me, knowing Lauren and Heather had gotten some stage time there before I bought into The Last Laff and Reed had become my nemesis. It had been great experience for them, but…

				“He didn’t say, but I know what he’s after.” Artie paused and fingered his cigar thoughtfully. “Us. He wants to buy us out.”

				Since I’d bought into the club three months ago, Artie had been trying to scare me with stories about potential conquerors. According to him, every club owner in the area—and by area he meant Maryland, D.C., Virginia, and the rest of the eastern seaboard from Maine to Florida—wanted our tiny hole-in-the-wall to fulfill some monomaniacal domination strategy. Or some such nonsense, I never listened too carefully. “Why would he want us? His place is four times bigger and they make money. They attract national headliners people have actually heard of.”

				Artie’s eyes narrowed. “Hey, we’re still growing. In a few years, we’ll be right there alongside him. He must know it’s true if he’s so anxious to talk with us.” He threw air-quotes around the word talk.

				“So?” I asked. Down the bar, Skip’s clinking had stopped. He wasn’t facing us, but I knew he had his ears throttled open.

				“So what?” Artie asked back.

				“So maybe we should listen to his offer. What do you think?” I knew what Artie’s answer was, but I wanted to give him a chance to vent. Not healthy to keep everything bottled up. “You’ve been doing this a long time. Maybe it’s time you packed it in. Retired to Boca.” I heard Skip chuckle in the background. 

				“Fuck Boca. And fuck him. He wants a fight? We’ll give him a fight. No one underestimates Artie Worsham. And lives to tell about it, that is.” Artie got up, jabbed the cigar in my direction. “Lock things up, will ya? I’ll see you tomorrow.” He stalked off without another word.

				Skip came over and slapped me five. Goofing on Artie was enjoyable, even if it wasn’t very challenging. We kid because we love.

				Twenty minutes later, I’d made it home to my high-rise condo in Dunn Loring. I was about to slide my key into the lock when a few strains of a classical piece drifted through the air. I stepped across the hall and touched my ear to Erin’s door. The violins were clearer. I knocked softly.

				The music stopped; a moment later the deadbolt snicked and the door opened. A single eye and a nose appeared in the crack. When Erin saw me, the door closed for a second and I heard the chain lock being undone. Then the door reopened. “Good evening, Channing. Want to come in?” she asked, face bright.

				“If I’m not interrupting anything.”

				“No, just wrapping things up. Be done in a minute. Have a seat, won’t you?” 

				I followed her in and flopped on her couch, like I’d done many times before. She excused herself and went into the kitchen, where I knew she worked at her laptop.

				Erin Poole made her living as a writer, penning what used to be called “pulp novels.” Her most popular series featured a hard drinking ex-sheriff who roamed the West looking for black hats to kill—written under the alias Colt Hannigan. In another series, written as Dirk Rogers, a seven-foot-tall, muscle-bound bounty hunter tracked down fugitives. Those stories always ended in death and disaster—especially for the fugitives. Luckily, in real life, she was gentle and caring, more like an Erin than a Colt or a Dirk. I guess most people needed an outlet for their inner feelings. For her it was violence and gore. For me it was comedy.

				Erin returned to the living room. “Another week and I’ll be done with my latest masterpiece,” she said, laughing. “What drivel.” She shrugged. “But it’s a living, right?”

				“Your fans enjoy them.”

				She laughed again. “You’ve never read any of my books, have you?”

				My face felt warm. “Lauren loved your books,” I said, evasiveness transparent. Erin had given us every one of her paperbacks. Lauren had tried to get me to read some, enticing me with intriguing character descriptions and thrilling plots, but I’d never gotten around to it. Too busy writing my own material to read someone else’s.

				She patted my arm. “It’s okay. I haven’t been down to your club either, so I guess we’re even.” She laughed once more, a melodic sound that couldn’t have been more different than Lauren’s staccato laugh. Yet it reminded me of the life I’d never have.

				Erin lowered her voice. “How are you doing?”

				“Okay. I guess.” 

				A half smile from Erin and another pat on the arm. “I miss her too.”

				All I could manage was a nod. Every day the feeling of emptiness persisted. I’d come to realize it was now a part of me, as much as my lungs or my brain or my spleen.

				“She was a good person. A good friend,” she said. When Lauren and I had moved into the building eighteen months ago, Erin had been the only one on the floor to show any true hospitality. The three of us had become fast friends, with similar tastes and sensibilities and ways of looking at the world. Erin’s preference for working at night even meshed with our nighttime gigs.

				I felt tears welling up, but I blinked them away.

				“Channing, I’ve told you before, if there’s anything I can do for you, just let me know. You’re a good friend, too. And friends watch out for each other, right?”

				We sat there, side-by-side on the couch in comfortable silence, while I thought about Lauren and The Last Laff and that elusive thing called comedy and other weighty things. Like why Heather Dempsey had skipped out on her big night in the spotlight. 
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				The next morning, I woke up around ten, early for me. Downed a bowl of Cocoa Puffs, skimmed the Sports section, then flipped on the Cartoon Network. After a few minutes without finding anything remotely humorous, I turned the set off. Where were Ren and Stimpy when you needed them?

				The great thing about working nights was sleeping in and having your days free to watch mindless junk on TV. What better way was there for a thirty-three-year-old to spend his time? Besides thinking about Heather’s disappearance, of course.

				Two possibilities came to mind. Either she bolted due to a gigantic bout of stage fright, or something else was going on in her life. Something bad enough to freak her out.

				If it was just a bad case of nerves, like Artie and Skip thought, then I needed to pump her up. Make sure her psyche hadn’t crumbled. Lauren had been stolen in a cruel accident, but I’d be damned if I was going to let the tragedy affect her sister’s career—as long as I had something to do with it.

				On the other hand, if something bad had happened, I wanted to know about it. To help, if I could.

				Bottom line, I needed to talk with her. Now.

				I called her cell but didn’t get through, so I left a message asking her to call me as soon as she could. I tried the phone at her apartment, too, but it rang until the machine picked up. I left another message for her to call me, and this time I was pretty sure the urgency I felt came through loud and clear, despite the static-filled connection.

				Lauren always complained about my lack of patience, but I was never patient enough to sit down and consider changing my ways. After waiting about half an hour for Heather to return my calls, I decided to drive out to her place. Maybe she was hiding in her apartment, ashamed of what happened last night, unable to leave the safety of her bed and unwilling to answer the phone to talk about it. 

				As I unlocked the door to my vintage 1983 RX-7 in the parking lot, I remembered my first date with Lauren. We’d done the boring—dinner and a movie—but what had stayed with me was her expression when I told her I’d named my car Rex. For a moment, she’d stared at me, trying to determine if I were putting her on. Then her face contorted into a grimace Edvard Munch would envy before she exploded in laughter. Her reaction had surprised me. Didn’t all guys name their cars? 

				Now, though, the joy I got driving Rex had diminished considerably. A car was just a car, after all.

				I took I-66 away from town to Route 50, heading west along three or four miles of commercial congestion, passing shopping centers and fast food restaurants and blossoming townhouse developments. Traffic was sluggish, and the roads that had once been bad only during rush hour, now were clogged all day. The trip to Heather’s Chantilly apartment, which would have taken about fifteen minutes sans traffic, took about thirty-five.

				Her complex was only a few hundred yards off the main drag, yet it felt much farther from civilization. The parking lot was mostly empty, and those cars that remained were old, American, and in need of Earl Scheib’s deluxe package.

				Heather lived on the second floor of a three-story building, one of four buildings laid out around a central common area. Two toddlers played next to a dilapidated playground set, their mother—or sitter—watching them over a newspaper from a nearby wooden bench, cigarette dangling from her lips. She glanced in my direction as I climbed the stairs, saw I wasn’t Ed McMahon toting an oversized multi-million-dollar check, and returned to her Daily Horoscopes.

				A three-inch rectangle of paint had peeled off Heather’s front door, right below the number 223, revealing a layer of yellow paint beneath the more recent washed-out brown. I rapped on the door a few times, loud enough to wake her if she were still in bed. Lauren and I had tried to talk her out of living here, but Heather yearned for independence, and most of the nicer places, closer in, were too expensive to swing without a roommate. 

				I waited a minute and knocked again. Waited fifteen more seconds, then rang the bell. I didn’t hear it chime inside, so I pressed it again, listening more carefully. And again. Nothing. Busted, right along with everything else around this forsaken place. I glanced down at the play area, and the two kids seemed to be wrestling over a doll, one of them wailing pretty good. The mother kept her head in her paper, no doubt inured to the crying and tantrums. I guess it helped to be inured to a lot of things if you lived in this dump.

				After a final rat-a-tat-tat, I left to find the property manager. 

				Back at ground level, I followed a small sign pointing the way to the rental office, located in a building on the other side of the play area. As I approached the mother on the bench, I nodded and said hello. She glared at me and opened her mouth to respond, but thought better of it, returning to her paper, careful not to engage me in any way. You try to be friendly and all you get is heartache.

				The rental office occupied the corner unit on the first floor; a tiny laminated piece of cardboard on the door instructed visitors to RING BELL FOR SERVICE. I poked the doorbell button with my finger but didn’t hear anything. After another poke, I gave up and knocked on the door.

				I heard someone yell something unintelligible from inside, and the door opened a moment later. A stocky woman with curly red hair—not a shade found in nature, or on most people’s heads for that matter—peered at me over a pair of bifocals. Her pinched face scowled at me. “Can’t you read the sign? Ring the freakin’ bell next time.”

				“I did. Must be broken.”

				Her eyes narrowed to slits. “We’ve got two vacant units. Both one bedroom. Both ground floor. First month, last month, and two-month security deposit.” She stepped back a smidge and looked me up and down. Twice. “Assuming you qualify, the rent’s—”

				I held up my hand. “I’m not interested in an apartment. I’m looking for Heather Dempsey.”

				She cocked her head at me.

				“Unit 223? Pretty blond?”

				She gave me a quick nod. “Unit 223’s in the first building, across the way.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder and started to close the door.

				I slipped my shoe into harm’s way. The door bumped against it and I felt the pressure as the landlady continued to try to shove it closed. “Yes. I know. She doesn’t answer.”

				She looked down at my shoe, then at me. Didn’t say anything, just glowered. I imagined her anger causing her scarlet hair to ignite.

				I shrugged and withdrew my foot. “Sorry. Have you seen her?”

				“I’ve got forty-eight units. You think I keep tabs on everybody’s whereabouts? I got a life, you know.”

				Some life. “Can you let me in? I’m worried something might have happened to her.”

				“Who are you, David Caruso? I can’t just let you in because you’re worried. I don’t even know who the hell you are.” She snorted. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

				I’d dropped Heather off or picked her up a dozen times, sometimes with Lauren, sometimes without. I didn’t recall seeing her either. “Well, I—”

				“She’s probably with one of them other guys.”

				“What guys?”

				She tossed her head, as if everyone on the planet knew about them other guys. “Four or five different ones. All hours. Got a few calls from the neighbors. Walls are a little thin in spots. Know what I mean?”

				When I’d first met her, Heather used to go through boyfriends like tissues. But she’d been trying really hard since the accident to get her life together, and I thought she’d been doing a good job of it. Even introduced me to some reasonable-looking guy a few weeks ago named Ryan, who turned out to be a roommate of Skip’s buddy. “Look, I’m a friend of hers and I’m concerned. She doesn’t answer her phone or her cell. Or the door. She could have had some kind of seizure or something. Or fallen in the shower.” 

				“And she didn’t answer when you knocked?”

				“Nope. She sure didn’t.” I gave her my best puppy dog face.

				“Well, then. I guess she ain’t home. Sorry, buddy. Can’t let you in.” She drew herself up and stuck her ample chest out. “Now, if you want to rent a place, we can keep talking. Otherwise…I got stuff to do.”

				I sighed loudly to make sure my displeasure was noted. “Listen, if you see her, could you give me a call?” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a business card. Held it up to her.

				She plucked it out of my hand, examined it. “The Last Laff, eh? What are you, a comedian? You don’t seem very funny to me.”

				I got that a lot. “Will you call me?”

				Her hand dropped to her side and she squinted at me with one eye. “Why should I?”

				“If you do, I’ll introduce you to my friend Andrew Jackson.”

				Something awakened behind her porcine mask. “You got a friend named Grant and we’ll talk.”

				“Sure,” I said, but the door had already shut.
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				When people decided to go to The Last Laff for the first time, they often got lost and ended up calling the club for directions. Must be tough to imagine a comedy club located in a nondescript shopping center along a past-its-prime commercial stretch in Vienna, Virginia. Tucked between Lee’s Palace—Home of Very Famous Peking Duck—and Sofa Showroom, the club didn’t stand out like you’d expect. I wondered how many customers pulled up, took one look at the plain-Jane façade crying out “dull suburbia,” and hopped back into their cars to go drinking at some downtown hotspot instead.

				But home was where the laughs were, and this was our home. Artie had done quite a tap dance to get a favorable deal on the lease, convincing the property managers he’d still be in business six months down the road. That had been fifteen years ago.

				The Last Laff wasn’t the most popular comedy club in the D.C. area, but it managed to hold its own despite its aging appearance and hard-to-find location. Truth was, there weren’t too many comedy clubs in Northern Virginia, and we provided good entertainment at a fair price to the not inconsiderable number of people who wanted something fresh and exciting without having to drive the extra forty minutes into the District. Plus, we had plenty of free parking.

				It was Thursday afternoon, the first day of our headliner’s three-night stand, and when I arrived at the club, comedy superstar Jon Jermaine—J.J. to his fans—was already there yakking it up with Artie at one of the VIP tables near the stage. J.J. and I went back a few years, both of us breaking into the business at around the same time, trying out our material at the same clubs around town. He’d broken through to the next level—star still rising—while I’d settled in at a spot closer to the middle of the pack. We had what I would call a friendly rivalry, although I hadn’t seen him in about a year. “Hey, hey, there he is,” I said, bumping fists. “How’re you doing?”

				“Spectacular. Couldn’t be better.” J.J. sported a big grin. He’d done both Leno and Letterman within the past three weeks, and a few months before he’d logged serious minutes on a Comedy Central anthology show. “Heard about your accident,” he said, glancing at my bad hand. “Rough, man. Real rough.”

				“Yeah, thanks.”

				Artie wedged himself into the conversation. “Okay, okay. Let’s not get all weepy here. This is a comedy club.” He touched his temple with one finger. “Think laughs.” 

				I frowned at Artie, but he’d been in the hospital with me, hour upon hour, in the first days after the accident. I knew who the weepy one was. “Everything okay at the condo?” I asked J.J. Artie’s “comedy condo” was actually a townhouse where he put up the out-of-town headliners. The comedy condo was an old-school tradition and Artie believed it made the talent more comfortable. Made them feel like a regular “part of the family.”

				J.J. said, “It’s great. Beats staying at a Holiday Inn, sleeping with one eye open so the rats don’t sneak up on you.” He winked at Artie. “At least your rats ask permission before they turn on the TV.”

				“I hope your stuff tonight is better than that, my friend,” Artie said. 

				“Don’t worry. I’ll bring my ‘A’ game. As usual. Who am I working with?” Each show had a special guest opener, a featured middle act, and a headliner.

				“We picked a quirky opener from last night’s smorgasbord,” Artie said. “And Rick Fortunis is in the middle. Know him?”

				“Round guy, bushy moustache?” J.J. asked.

				“You got it,” Artie said. “Not as funny as you, but he’s pretty good.”

				J.J. smiled. “The middle guy’s never supposed to be as funny as me, right?”

				“You’re all supposed to be funny,” Artie said, then turned serious and pointed his cigar at J.J.’s chest. “Don’t forget that.”

				J.J. nodded, not sure if Artie was yanking his chain. “Sure, man. Don’t blow a gasket or something.”

				“Blow a gasket. Hah, that’s a good one,” Artie said, rising from his chair. He shook his head. “Try to get all those rotten ad-libs out of your system now, okay? Before your set. Our customers expect funny, not crummy.”

				“Uh, sure.” J.J.’s expression settled somewhere between confusion and bemusement.

				“All right, then. I’ll let you two gals catch up. I’m sure I’ve got something useful to do.” Artie shuffled off, chewing on his stogie and mumbling to himself.

				J.J. nodded after him. “What a guy, huh? This business needs more old-timers like that. Think one day we’ll be like him?”

				“I hope not.”

				J.J. winked at me. “Gotcha. Listen, I really am sorry about your accident. I would have called, but…” He held his hands up. “You know how it is, right? On the road, and everything.”

				Yeah, I knew. “Sure. I’m fine.”

				He looked relieved. “Good. But listen, you need anything, you just call, okay?”

				“Sure.” 

				“Seriously. Just pick up the phone.”

				Enough about me. “Hungry?” I asked. Despite a fully stocked kitchen in the condo, not too many comics availed themselves, heeding the old adage: never eat the mayonnaise at the comedy condo. Most survived on junk food, cigarettes, and alcohol—not necessarily in that order. 

				J.J. rose and clapped me on the back. “No thanks. I’m going to meet a buddy of mine for a quick bite. What time you want me back?”

				“First show’s at 7:30. Sometime around then would be good, although you don’t really go on until about 8:30. Second show starts at 10:00.” Everything had been spelled out in the contract, but I knew J.J. played so many clubs, in so many towns, that everything blended together. A little reminder never hurt.

				J.J. nodded. “Seven-thirty. You got it. Now, how do I get to Hooters?”

				_____

				As soon as Rick Fortunis took the stage, I left to get some fresh air. I’d seen his act a dozen times before and had subconsciously memorized his punch lines—an occupational hazard of club owners. 

				Just before I got to the entrance, I stopped at our Wall of Fame, where dozens of autographed publicity glossies hung in cheap frames. About half the comics who performed here signed one for us, and about half of those tried to inscribe their photo with something witty. I found J.J.’s, from about three years ago. “Artie. Good to see you’re still alive and kicking. Try to stay that way, at least until the check clears.” Obviously, some were wittier than others.

				I located mine. The shot was taken about two years ago, and the look on my face reflected the happier times. “The Last Laff—what Heaven must be like, if St. Peter imposed a two-drink minimum.” Not much wittier, but not as caustic either.

				I felt a presence at my side. Tyrone Taylor, our greeter, ticket taker, and bouncer extraordinaire, had joined me. “What’s the word, Ty?”

				“Everything’s cool. No problems tonight,” he said. “Or any other night, either.” On Thursday, Friday, and Saturday nights, Artie hired Ty to fulfill his notion that all real clubs needed bouncers. Never mind that Vienna wasn’t exactly a hotbed of gang activity or that Artie hadn’t had a single major problem in his fifteen years running the club. Image was everything in this business, and Artie subscribed to the theory that bouncers were judged like male appendages, the bigger the better. Ty was bigger than most.

				“Don’t expect any problems. Not with you here.” I playfully chucked him in the shoulder and felt no give whatsoever. Ty stood six-six and weighed two-seventy-five, with an androgynously beautiful face perched atop a body carved from a single slab of ebony granite. No seams or cracks anywhere. He looked like he’d started lifting weights when he was seven and hadn’t stopped. 

				“J.J. packs them in, doesn’t he?” he asked. 

				“Yes he does. But I like to think our club’s reputation helps.” 

				Ty rolled his eyes. “I guess tomorrow and Saturday will be hopping, too.”

				“Better be.” 

				The door opened and a trio of attractive young women entered. Ty smiled, and two huge moon craters opened up on his cheeks. Six female eyes dilated. He took their tickets and checked their IDs carefully, as Artie had instructed. We couldn’t afford any trouble. If we lost our liquor license, we were dead. 

				“Welcome to The Last Laff. Have a great time,” Ty said.

				“Thanks, we sure will. Now,” one of the women said, and the other two giggled as they headed toward the bar. Artie figured Ty’s sex appeal alone accounted for a significant upswing in business from the female persuasion, and Artie was nothing if not a shrewd businessman.

				A group of guys came in next, smelling of beer and falling all over themselves. Ty gave them the evil eye and they straightened up without a word. Ty winked at me and checked them through. “Enjoy the show, but be cool.” Each one nodded solemnly as he entered the club. Ty grinned after them, head shaking. 

				“How’s school?” I asked.

				“Crunch time, man. Semester’s winding down.” The way Ty said it, you could tell what really mattered. For him, working here was simply a way to make a few bucks to help get through Georgetown Law. 

				“Well, I’m sure you’ll do fine,” I said. A few seconds of silence passed between us. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen my friend Heather around?” I’d called a few people during the afternoon, but no one had seen or heard from her. 

				Ty eyed me. “Not recently.”

				“You sure?”

				Another smile. “I know you think I space out sometimes, but this isn’t a job that requires a lot of brainpower, you know?” He straightened. “Don’t worry, I can do my job even if I’m spacing out a little.”

				I had no doubt about that. Ty didn’t have any comedy aspirations—that I knew about—but he could run this place if he wanted to. Maybe after a long and distinguished legal career, he’d open up a chain of comedy clubs as a hobby. 

				“Why are you asking?”

				“She ducked out on her set yesterday.”

				“Hey, man. It happens. Nerves get the best of them sometimes.” Ty shrugged, every muscle in his neck becoming taut.

				“Yeah, that’s what Artie—”

				Ty snapped his fingers. “Hey, did Artie find you? He was in a lather about something.”

				“When?”

				“Few minutes ago. You’d better go see what’s up. Sounded like his boxers were on fire.”

				I found Artie chomping on his cigar in our office. Although he always said we “shared” the office, he got the leather chair and the desk, while I got the folding chair and the wobbly card table. I guess owning seventy percent of the club gets you your choice of furnishings. “What’s up?” I asked.

				“Just talked with Greedy Reed.”

				“What?”

				“I said, ‘Just talked with Greedy Reed.’” Artie enunciated each word and spoke slowly.

				I made a face. “I heard you the first time. Where?”

				“He’s sitting in the front. Brought his own entourage,” Artie said. “Prick.”

				“What did he say?”

				“He said he’s got an offer for us we’d be foolish to refuse. Worst Brando I’ve heard in a long time. Prick.” Artie plucked the cigar from his mouth and waved it in the air. “I don’t care what it is, we ain’t selling.” He glanced at me. “Right?”

				I wasn’t in this for the money. Although money was nice. “Whatever you say, boss. I’m behind you. You know that. But I still don’t get why he would care about our club?”

				“Who the fuck knows? Maybe he wants to establish a beachhead in Northern Virginia. Maybe he’s looking for a write-off. Maybe he’s got a jones for Peking Duck and loves Lee’s. Point is, he wants our place.”

				“So just tell him no. He’ll move on to his next target.”

				Artie sighed loudly. Obviously I didn’t understand the situation. “Reed’s vindictive and we haven’t always seen eye-to-eye in the past. If we don’t sell, he’ll come after us. Poach our talent, find some reason to bad mouth us in the press. Maybe he’ll start another club right down the street. He’ll try to ruin us.” Artie never backed down from a fight, but he sounded worried now. 

				“You’d think he had better things to do than harass us.”

				Artie ran a hand across his face. “He wants us to meet with him next week. At his lawyer’s office.” He stuffed the cigar back in his mouth and talked around it. “His lawyer’s probably a prick, too.”

				“What did you tell Reed?”

				Artie flashed me a tight smile. “I told him to enjoy the show. Just like I tell all my guests.”

				_____

				The second show was better than the first, and Artie and I left the club together after the place had cleared out. The take was way above average, and thoughts of having to deal with Reed had receded into the misty background as so many bad dreams do. That is, until we saw J.J. and Reed leaning against a Town Car at the far end of the parking lot, forty yards away under a streetlamp. Artie and I froze by the front door. The sounds of their laughter carried well in the night air, and I saw Reed reach over and grasp J.J. by the shoulder at one point, great companions sharing a joke. Off to the side, a few members of Reed’s group huddled, engaged in their own muted conversation. 

				Next to me, I could almost feel Artie’s body tense, and I knew only bad things would happen if I didn’t intercede. I gently pulled Artie to the side and spoke in the calm voice I reserved for upset children and wild dogs. “Relax. They’re just talking. J.J.’s played his club in the past and they’re probably just reliving a few choice moments. I’m sure it’s nothing personal. It’d be a big mistake if you go over there and make a scene or something.”

				Artie bared his teeth and snarled out the words. “He’s trying to steal him. Turn him against us. J.J.’s got friends, plenty of them. If his friends go with him, it’ll be tougher for us to get the big names.”

				“Don’t let your imagination get ahead of yourself. They’re just gabbing. Go home to Sophie. Get some rest.”

				“Sophie’s at her sister’s. In Vegas. For a month.” As he spoke, his eyes didn’t leave Reed and J.J.

				That wasn’t good. Sophie was the only person who could tame Artie when he got like this. “Well then, I guess you’ll really be able to get some rest,” I said, hoping to extract a smile.

				Instead of a smile, Artie’s jaw clenched, and the muscles in his cheek rippled like waves of grain. “You’re still a rookie, kid. I’ve been around enough. Too much, maybe. And I know Reed’s type. Hell, I was his type years ago. He’s got something up his sleeve, all right.” Artie seethed, but he also was smart enough to know I had a point. Without a word of protest, he let me steer him to his Caddy, and I watched with concern as he started it up, jammed it in drive, and roared off.

				When Artie was out of sight, I glanced back over my shoulder at Reed, who raised a hand in my direction. Then he turned his back and continued schmoozing our headliner, Jon Jermaine. I didn’t see it, but I could just imagine the shit-eating grin on the prick’s face.
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