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The first time I was invited to a Tuxedo Society dinner, I was dreading it. My best friend Brock had been nattering about these events, claiming they were “fun nights out” and “elegance personified.” All I knew was that I’d graduated from college almost three years ago, that I’d been turned down by every drama school in the country, and at twenty-five I was still working at a candle shop called Smells of the Season in a Herald Square vertical mall, persuading mostly tourists to buy squat glass jars of pastel wax labeled things like Summer Squall, Christmas Eve Cinnamon Fog, and, inevitably, Pumpkin Spice Harvest Embrace. Inhaling these aggressively chemical compounds for eight hours, six days a week, had most likely made me sterile and clinically depressed. Brock suggested the candle fragrances should include Suicidal Bouquet and Lilac Self-Hatred.

I was sharing a basement apartment in the far reaches of the East Village with two medical students who I rarely saw, and who, en route to examining femurs and spleens, would ask me, “So how’s the acting thing going?”—without waiting for a reply. I was grateful for this disinterest, which didn’t require me to chirpily answer, “Hangin’ in there!” or “Go fuck yourself!” By actually helping their fellow human beings, these students were my superiors in every way, which only increased my snarky despair, but I didn’t want to alienate them in case I got hit by a bus or set myself on fire in a lunge at becoming a candle called Failed Actor Moonblossom.

“But you’ll need to wear a tux,” Brock texted me. “You have a tux, right?”

Weirdly, I did. I’d unearthed a passable Armani tux at a thrift store for my gigs as a cater waiter. The tux came in handy for evenings spent balancing trays of champagne flutes at museum galas, where the wealthy patrons would ignore me or grab my ass. I’m not terrible looking, and riding my bike everywhere keeps my butt where it should be, so I put on the tux with my almost-clean dress shirt and, I’m ashamed to admit, a pre-tied black bow tie. Learning to tie such an accessory was far beyond me, because I’m mildly dyslexic and tend to reverse numbers and be unable to remember titles of movies or bands when under stress, as in, whenever anyone asks me to name my top ten favorite anythings, I go blank, which is why I work extra hard when memorizing a script, something that I haven’t needed to do in over a year. Fine, over two years. Improv with a comedy troupe where no one gets paid doesn’t count (although, and this is humiliating, I like improv and I’m sometimes pretty good at it).

The Tuxedo Society dinner was being held at a fancy-ish restaurant in Midtown, meaning it wasn’t a hangout for people my age, but more for corporate types and their guests from out of town. There were high ceilings, abstract Italian brass lighting fixtures, and tables set reasonably far apart, with well-dressed diners. I heard the Tuxedo Society regulars before I saw them, from a burst of raucous laughter and someone howling, “So I said, ‘I can’t understand you with that huge cock in your mouth!’ ”

“Here he is,” said Brock, standing up. Brock is much more socially confident than me, since he’s tall and gym-built, and missed out on a modeling career due to being overly perfect. Even Brock’s admitted, “I’m too much of a blond cartoon Nazi, as if I should be waltzing with a von Trapp girl in a gazebo. Nowadays people want quirky models who look like they’ve just wandered away from skateboarding on a highway off-ramp or their twelfth try at rehab.” But Brock is good-hearted and supports himself as a salesclerk at the Ralph Lauren flagship on East 72nd Street, where his Aryan splendor fits right in.

“Everyone,” said Brock, “this is Andrew Birnbaum, who’s a wonderful actor and can get you a discount on scented candles.”

The eight people, six men of various ages and two stylish women in their thirties, were looking at me with welcoming smiles and a mood of “We’ll judge him on every level and compare notes later.” Everyone was in formal wear, although the tuxedoes ranged from custom-fitted to maybe passed down from a dad or brother who was a slightly different size.

“Join us, Andrew,” said a stocky, effusive guy, somewhere in his fifties but with thick dark hair and the tough-guy mug of an Irish bartender. “I’m Reggie O’Malley and I promise I won’t hit on you until I’ve had three more Manhattans.”

“For a total of eight,” said the far older man sitting next to him, who was frail, with hearing aids in both ears, but with decent posture.

“And this is Daniel Bitchface McPissypants Narwell,” Reggie said, pointing to the older guy. “Who was once a lawyer on Wall Street but now has a YouTube channel where he sells replacement serving pieces for Royal Doulton and Wedgwood, in case you’ve shattered your favorite tureen and can’t live without another one exactly like it. And next to Danny…”

Reggie indicated an intimidatingly suave couple: a slender guy with one of those long, strict, professorial faces and his broad-shouldered and narrow-waisted companion. Their tuxes were sleek and their cufflinks glinted. “This is Terry Swanberg, who claims to be a fabulously successful architect of Hamptons beach cottages for white-collar criminals, and that’s his disgustingly dreamy husband Miles Hespers, whom you may recognize from three years ago in the Summer Olympics, when he won a bronze medal in men’s diving, and his mother is very proud. And yes, Miles is Brazilian, but he emigrated as a toddler and he’ll be competing again this summer.”

Terry and Miles nodded at me in unison as I thought, Is everyone here more accomplished than I’ll ever be?

“And on the other side of the table,” Reggie went on, “are Mikaela Varley and Pei-Sze Huang, who sell high-end real estate.”

“But not just because we’re lesbians,” said Mikaela.

“And satanic negotiators,” added Pei-Sze, who I believed, because both women were expensively elegant, in taut black velvet and what I imagined were casually real diamonds.

“And then we’ve got Maunders Coxley,” Reggie informed me, “whose name I can barely say without giggling, but he’s a highly respected celebrity florist.”

Maunders, while self-contained, had a tousle of blond curls, a pale yellow rose in his lapel, and his tux included a vest embroidered with a pattern of tiny orchids: he was a sartorial garden.

“Of the Philadelphia Coxleys,” said Maunders, which sounded like a football team composed of debutantes.

“And finally,” Reggie concluded, “please say hello to Timothy—Timothy, what’s your last name this week? Timothy’s a porn star who makes more than all of us combined by bending over in a jockstrap on his OnlyFans, and he’ll have you know that he does not escort, not since this afternoon.”

“Beckley, my new last name is Beckley,” said Timothy, who was cute but not obviously sexual, which I’d later learn was the key to his desirabilty: “I look like everyone’s cousin,” he’d tell me, “who they see at a wedding and wonder if he’s nerdy or maybe secretly hot, and if I wear my fake eyeglasses and play video games in a leather harness, my income doubles.”

These dinners, Brock had told me, were held a few times every year for nothing except gossip and light networking. As the meal progressed, and more cocktails were served, the voices got louder, the laughter more unhinged, and topics ranged from Broadway musicals to the closeted sex lives of movie stars to when a tablescape veers from quietly tasteful to “so fussy it’s like Martha Stewart swallowed Gwyneth Paltrow and vomited all over the sideboard.” Other remarks I overheard included:

“Everyone in the Top Gun sequel had sex right after they shot the touch football sequence. They’re not gay but they’d gotten so buff and oiled up it just happened.”

“I loathe hydrangeas. They’re common. Hydrangeas are the three-inch penises of shelter magazine photo spreads.”

“He’s one of my regular clients. I didn’t even know he was a senator until I saw him on CNN, banning books with queer content in Texas. I just wanted to raise my hand and say, ‘Excuse me, do any of those books cover rich brats whose parents paid for their campaigns and who like to be called a dirty little muskrat whore while being choked?’ ”

“She looked at over one hundred and twenty apartments before deciding to make an offer on the first one I’d showed her. I wanted to strangle her, but instead I just said, ‘Good choice, Millicent. Let’s go in at full asking,’ although of course, since she’s a billionaire shipping heiress, she wouldn’t hear of it.”

Mostly filthy jokes were told, and the soused chortles became increasingly rowdy, drawing disapproving glares from nearby tables. Toasts were made, to a beloved Abercrombie & Fitch catalogue hunk who’d overdosed, female pop stars who’d peaked thirty years earlier, and a new Netflix series set in ancient Rome with copious frontal nudity. The evening was entertaining, but at moments I became embarrassed, by the silent screen−caliber hand gestures and the group sing-alongs to both classic ballads and the raunchiest rap refrains. We were behaving just the way straight people think gay people behave, shooting everything over the top and into some rainbow-tinted stratosphere.

I had to pee, so I excused myself and found a bathroom stall, because I hate urinals, which are too exposed and neighborly. I’d had plenty to drink, and as I unzipped I heard the outer door open and then our brawny host Reggie’s voice, only he didn’t sound drunk in the slightest.

“Hand it over, and we’ll both walk out of here, with no questions asked,” he said.

Another voice, unfamiliar, replied in what I think was French, and Reggie answered, also in impeccable French. The door opened again.

“Is everything okay in here?” asked Timothy, the OnlyFans favorite.

“It will be,” said Reggie, and then the stranger hissed, “Faggots,” and there were grunts from a punch being thrown and someone shoved violently into a wall. A trademark gay-bashing was obviously in progress and I had to help, so I opened the door to my stall.

Timothy had a man twice his size in a headlock, and Reggie was extracting something from an inside pocket of the man’s suit jacket. Another thug, with a shaved head bearing a scorpion tattoo, entered, and as he raised an arm to stab Reggie with a sizeable hunting knife, Mikaela appeared behind him, grabbed the knife, and swiftly sank it into the thug’s neck. Then the guy Timothy was holding broke free, elbowing Timothy in the gut, causing Reggie to deftly remove a pistol with an attached silencer from the guy’s shoulder holster, before Mikaela slammed the guy into the row of sinks. As he reared back up and grabbed Mikaela by her elegantly conditioned and highlighted ponytail, Reggie shot him in the chest, and he slumped to the floor. Reggie, Mikaela, and Timothy exchanged barely perceptible glances as they straightened their clothing. Timothy disinfected his hands with antibacterial sanitizer from a wall dispenser, and the three of them left.

I wasn’t sure if I’d been spotted, since I’d only managed to open my stall door a few inches. There were two dead bodies in the room, and I thought: I can call 911, or alert the maître d’, or finish peeing and then step gingerly over these corpses, return to my table, and either try to forget what I’d seen forever, or find out what was going on. I was too stunned to be as frightened as I might have been, or should have been. And in some demented way I was thinking, New York City.
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At 2 a.m., in an all-night Starbucks knockoff near Times Square, Brock explained, or began to: “All the names and professions and relationships in the group are real, but there’s more going on. Reggie was a Navy SEAL with a top security clearance. That is, until someone outed him, and he was dishonorably discharged. It was right before they finally got rid of ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.’ Then, two presidents later, the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff offered to reinstate Reggie and reissue his two Purple Hearts. But Reggie was still seriously pissed off, so he made a demand. He said that he wanted to form an undercover counterespionage unit, using all the bravest and most capable queer operatives he could find, to prove a point. He wanted to rub the military’s nose in those earlier policies, and prove that LGBTQ+ people can serve their country at the highest level. Reggie has incredible special ops training, plus he’d been stationed all over the world, so he has contacts with very highly placed gay people in just about every foreign government.”

From watching Reggie in action, I could believe this background, but I was still incredulous.

“Reggie’s recruited members with military experience, but also athletes and tech wizards and some extremely smart and connected people with access to the most powerful politicians and Silicon Valley investors. Mikaela and Pei-Sze have sold homes to prime ministers, oligarchs, and Mark Zuckerberg’s yacht broker. Maunders Coxley, the florist, is on retainer at the White House, and routinely supervises the décor at think tanks and summits and Swiss chalets where major Bitcoin deals go down. No one notices him because, as he says, ‘I’m just a silly homo waltzing in with eighteen boxes of calla lilies and birch branches.’ Miles, the Olympic diver, still competes and can pass information to other champions from countries the CIA can’t get anywhere near.”

“But why do they need the dinners?”

“As cover, so Reggie can assemble the players he needs, and conduct actions in less-than-authorized locations, like that restaurant men’s room. When people see the Tuxedo Society members laughing and drinking and carrying on, we don’t just seem harmless, but ridiculous. No one’s scared of us, or gives us a second thought, except maybe to roll their eyes.”

“Us? How long have you been involved?”

“One day, about a year and a half ago, I was working at the store, and there was a commotion coming from one of the dressing rooms. When I went to check it out, I found this guy lying on the floor unconscious. Reggie was standing over him and explained that the guy was a terrorist who’d been hiding in the store to execute a Japanese diplomat browsing with his family. Reggie had, as he put it, ‘neutralized the threat,’ and he asked me if I could grab an outfit so we could get the guy, who was still breathing, dressed up and pretend he was a drunk country club board member. I tracked down pink pants and a Kelly green polo, with deck shoes and a visor, and Reggie was impressed. He trained me and has also been using the store as a resource, because I can make anyone look rich. I’ve done three Tuxedo Society dinners, and Reggie’s been asking me if I know any actors, so I thought of you, and I told him about how great you are at improv and accents, which would ordinarily be hopelessly geeky, but he said that’s what he’s looking for. He just texted me and says it’s a good sign you didn’t call 911 tonight, because it means you’re either cool under pressure or a mindless sociopath, and I said, ‘You mean an actor?’ He uses all sorts of professionals, which you and I sort of are, and he can get you into the program. Are you interested?”

I couldn’t speak. This was all so unlikely and at first I thought Brock was making it up, but I’d seen Reggie and his team at work and there might be blood on the soles of my cheapo black shoes. I trusted Brock, but I was overwhelmed by what he was proposing, so I asked, “Can I think about it overnight and get in touch tomorrow?”

“Sure. It’s a lot. But, I don’t know, since I’ve signed on, I feel like I’m not just selling down-filled vests and windbreakers with little embroidered anchors. It’s sort of Jason Bourne with a dash of the Marvel movies before they got boring and incoherent.”

“Except—people are actually getting killed.”

Brock was sucking the dregs of his smoothie through a straw, and he waggled his eyebrows at me and said, “Darling, not always.”

Back at my apartment, my roommates were sleeping, so I locked myself in my room, in my boxers and a T-shirt, and I shut off the light, but I wasn’t about to get any sleep. I’ve been raised as a very nice Jewish boy by devoutly liberal parents—my mom’s a middle school librarian and my dad’s an English professor at a community college. They’ve always emphasized that violence is never the answer; as my mom once told me, “If you lay a finger on your brother, I will break your arm.” I’d avoided contact sports during gym class (claiming “a history of herniated discs”), and even when playing baseball I’d specialized in positions like left field where I might as well have been dozing in the parking lot. When I was in a play with a fight scene, the moves were always meticulously choreographed, with me usually yelling, “OWWWW!” thirty seconds too soon.

But, if Brock was being honest, the Tuxedo Society members were the good guys, and those creeps in the bathroom had been armed and aggressive. I couldn’t believe I was even considering the whole deal—it just wasn’t me, and even the thought of operating under that sort of pressure made me shiver. As I pulled the covers up, I decided I’d call or text Brock in the morning, on my way to buy sprouts at Whole Foods, and tell him, “Thank you so much for thinking of me, but I couldn’t possibly commit mayhem even for a worthy cause. I shop at Whole Foods.”

“Of course you’re anxious,” said a voice from the darkness, causing me to stifle a not particularly masculine scream, jump up, bang my knee on the nightstand (one of those plastic crates), and switch on a floor lamp to illuminate Reggie, standing at the foot of my bed. As I was about to ask him how he’d managed to enter a triple-bolted apartment and a locked bedroom, he said, “Honey, that’s amateur night. A kids’ birthday party magician could break into this building. But Brock told me he’d approached you, so I suspected you’d be all over the place.”

“I… I can’t. I’m not a coward or a baby, but I do ride a bicycle and I always wear my helmet and come to a full stop at lights and stop signs.”

“Pussy.”

“I am not! I’m law-abiding! And I’m a pacifist! The theme of my bar mitzvah was Non-Violent Protest! Okay, the theme was really Cabaret, and I was dressed as the Emcee, but the subtext was antiwar.”

“Exactly. And the only thing I love more than being a Navy SEAL and defending my country is being gay, and that shouldn’t be a contradiction. And you won’t necessarily have to kill anybody, it’s not a merit badge. I need someone who can transform into anything, from an embassy secretary to a clueless tourist, so think of it as an acting challenge. Brock says you’re really good but that you haven’t been getting work, so why not put your talent to use? And I’ll only mention this because I can tell from your haircut and college-dorm-room sheets that you don’t have a boyfriend, but with the Tuxedo Society you’d be meeting some of the hottest guys all over the world. But above all else, you’d be doing good, unless you don’t think that freedom matters.”

This stung, because every year on Presidents’ Day my mom would build a display in her school library called a Salute to Freedom, with books about Nelson Mandela, Harvey Milk, Sojourner Truth, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, and, at my request, she’d added a poster of Meryl Streep in Silkwood, where Meryl plays a character who gets killed just as she’s about to expose the cover-up of nuclear mishaps. Meryl is my acting hero, and if I joined the Tuxedo Society I could combine all her greatest roles, from the impervious strength of Margaret Thatcher to the international romance of Mamma Mia!

“You’re thinking about Meryl, aren’t you?” said Reggie.

“No! Maybe. Okay, what happened in the men’s room tonight? Why did you have to kill those guys?”

“Because they’d both been hired by a cartel to destabilize the American government, beginning with the assassination of the First Lady. Those men were at the restaurant to sell a hard drive with an outline of how the murder could be falsely but credibly traced to the Chinese, igniting an international catastrophe.”

“Who were they going to sell it to?”

“I’m not sure, but there were Russians and Iranians on-site. We stopped the sale but not the larger operation. There are many countries in play. Something major is going down, but we’re chasing the details.”

“How did you know it was that restaurant?”

“Timothy slept with one of the waiters, who’d heard something from a sous-chef who bakes gourmet chocolate chip cookies for one of the three wives of a Saudi prince.”

“Oh my God…”

“Yeah, it gets tricky. And dangerous. And interesting. This could be your Tony Award for Best Performance in Saving the Free World.”

Reggie was diabolical, because while I’ve dreamed of winning an Oscar, although I tell people that one of those Indie Spirit or Tucson Film Festival awards is actually more meaningful, I’d spent my childhood glued to the TV broadcasts of the Tonys, which were not only the gayest prizes but could lead to my meeting Meryl at the nominees luncheon and just naturally becoming her protégé and BFF. I forced myself not to ask Reggie if the Tuxedo Society held a Tony-night dinner, or if the Tuxes, as Brock had told me the members were called, might attend the ceremony itself.

“We went to the Tonys last year.”

“Shut up!”

“I’m going to leave now. But remember this address: 581 Hannister Avenue in Queens. Don’t write it down or put it on your phone—we don’t like to leave breadcrumbs. But you can show up tomorrow morning at eight a.m. to start your training, instead of going to the gym for spin class. If you’re not there, no harm done. I’ll just assume you hate America and democracy and the LGBTQ+ community.”

I wondered if he’d leave in a puff of smoke and fire, or leap out a window except we were in a basement. At my bedroom door, he turned: “And by the way, there’s a swimming requirement, taught in our private pool by a special guest instructor, Ryan Gosling, naked.”

“You’re lying. Nice try.”

“Find out.”

I spent the rest of the night debating the absurdity of the Tuxedo Society and its activities. But every time I Googled their name on my phone, to see if there was any record of the group’s existence, my screen would be filled with a photo of a naked Ryan Gosling from the locker room scene in that comedy with Steve Carell (with Steve’s head blocking the full-on view of Ryan’s crotch). I’d been hacked, because my screensaver is ordinarily a photo of Ryan Reynolds wearing just pajama bottoms in the Amityville Horror remake.

Okay, there it is, my helpless obsession and the ocean I drown in: pop culture. Ever since I can remember, stars, movies, theater, music, and TV shows, from every era, have been my second language. Who am I kidding? My first language. I’m not even listing my social media habits, because TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube are pop culture sliced into digestible tidbits or amateur reworkings (“Look, it’s me pretending to be famous!”). My phone is pop culture for the subway, or any other venue where my hands and brain start twitching for content (by which I mean that saved meme of the hot naked guy lip-synching to early Britney). I translate everything, from a sunrise to a stranger’s overcoat, into a plotline and a set of obscure references. I’d be the Jeopardy! Supreme Grand Master Champion but only if every category was Useless Information Only a Strange, Lonely Gay Guy Would Have Memorized Without Even Trying. I’m not snobby about show business—I’m fascinated by everyone involved in it, from the glammed-up faces on the cover of Vanity Fair’s annual Young Hollywood issue to the grips and boom operators on the location shoots in my neighborhood, blocking traffic and irritating everyone except me. When I see assistants with old-school walkie-talkies telling pedestrians the block is closed, I get giddy.

I’m not proud of my particular approach to life, but I’m not ashamed either. It’s a matter of DNA, as if my parents were watching Entertainment Tonight or scrolling through Other Shows You Might Like on Netflix while I was being conceived. Luckily, I’ve found that a surprising number of people, from every demographic, will happily compare Broadway revivals of Company (including the gender-swapped version) and the Ghostbusters reboots (don’t get me started). They’ll also watch indies filmed on the writer/director/star’s iPhone in a Bushwick apartment, hoping to be astonished, even if they’ve seen indies shot on iPhones before. As my mom has said about me, “Some people take heroin, so your just being strange is better.”





3

I showed up the next day for the same reason my mom says I have to try exotic foods, like beets or kumquats: “If you don’t like it, you don’t have to finish it.” Because nothing else in my life was going very well, I tracked down the address in Queens, although I had to retrace my steps because I’d reversed the street numbers. I finally reached an undistinguished, grafittied brick building with a steel door. I pushed the bell, an overhead surveillance camera rotated, and I was buzzed in to a nondescript waiting area. There, I was greeted by a dancer I recognized from the choruses of several broadway shows, and the Instagram where he splashes in the Fire Island surf wearing the same white Speedo as his five friends, like nurses with bulges and manscaped torsos. “Hiiii!” he said, “I’m Jace and I’ll bring you to Reggie. Let’s scoot!”

As Jace spun and did a Fosse version of walking, I followed him but without imitation, so I wouldn’t dislocate my pelvis. I have a love/hate/deep-envy/jerkoff-fantasy relationship with dancers because, unlike actors, they have a verifiable skill. I’m not the best dancer, and on the rare occasions I’ve been cast in musicals, I’ve always been placed at the rear, well behind the star, so my stumbling gyrations will do minimal damage. But of course I dream of professional dancers’ physical esprit, so after a few seconds of following him, I did mimic Jace, and immediately decided I’d broken my hip, just like my aunt Penny in her Boca Raton bathroom. I’d soon come to know that there’s a corps of Tuxedo Society dancers, used as effervescent couriers who can adeptly high-kick a weapon out of an enemy’s grip.

Jace gestured fulsomely, in spokesmodel mode, to a large, gymnasium-like space with mats on the floor, a balance beam, a pommel horse, and a thick rope dangling from the very high ceiling, an ambience designed to make me admit to any crime rather than use this equipment; if you want to interrogate a gay Jewish boy, just wave a basketball in his face. And yes, I’m aware that many LGBTQ+ people and Jews are exceptional athletes, to which I respond, bless their hearts.

“Think quick,” said Reggie’s rough, commanding voice, as a football made a direct hit on the side of my head. Rather than quaver I stood perfectly still and said, “Really?”

“Fine,” said Reggie. “I don’t expect you to become a martial arts expert, but I can teach you how to handle yourself.”

I changed into sweats, and for the next three hours, Reggie coached me in sidestepping a potential attacker, jamming my fingers into his or her or their eyeballs (because nonbinary people can be evil, too, trust me), and using a larger and stronger assailant’s physical superiority against them, which involved leverage and calculating when to collapse. I surprised myself by not just working hard at these bruising drills but getting into it. Reggie was an excellent teacher, since he didn’t belittle me but worked with what meager skills I had. At one point he summoned Jace and told him to come at me with his bare hands. As we grappled, I pinched the most minute micro-inch of excess flesh at Jace’s waist and whispered, “Someone’s been hitting the Krispy Kremes,” causing Jace to start crying and protest, “Reggie!”

“Not bad,” Reggie admitted. “Whatever it takes.”

Reggie then brought me into an adjacent room, a sizeable laboratory and data-processing facility with a satisfying array of metal racks holding beakers filled with bubbling, neon-lime-green liquid, and a wall of tech equipment higher than my head (I’m five-ten, the official gay male size, insisted on by anyone from guys just under five feet to people who stand on their tippy-toes in group photos). This machinery was fitted with countless blinking lights, dials, and whirring discs, all of which I was pretty sure did nothing, as assistants in white lab coats and hard hats checked gauges and recorded the results on their tablets. I assumed these people were either swiping on Grindr or about to break into a musical number on a commercial for “the world’s most advanced hydrogen-enzyme detergent.”

“Is any of this real?” I asked.

“Of course not,” said Reggie, as the computer wall split in half, revealing a more authentic-seeming inner sanctum, where a single engineer in a brown twill jumpsuit, with protective goggles perched on his forehead, was overseeing a metal table arranged with attaché cases.

“This is Dr. Edwin Huron,” said Reggie, as the engineer looked up from his tasks. Dr. Huron was a version of my favorite character from any secret-agent movie, maybe because he was a role I could conceivably see myself being cast in: the sexily intense nerd. He had a swoop of thick brown hair, a skinny neck, elongated limbs, and a wide grin.

“Hullo, mate,” said Dr. Huron, in a companionable English accent, rather than anything too sneeringly posh. Since I’d been recruited as an actor, I duplicated his voice in saying, “Morning, guv’nor,” causing Reggie and Dr. Huron to stare at me with a message of “Are you actually an asshole or just imitating one?”

“That wasn’t awful,” Dr. Huron allowed.

“Not on your Nellie, bloke,” I said, doubling down.

“He’s the actor?” Dr. Huron asked Reggie.

“It’s just a rumor,” Reggie assured him. “What’ve we got?”

Dr. Huron held up a tired nylon backpack, explaining, “This looks like the same backpack half of New York carries, correct? Filled with smelly gym clothes, an empty titanium water bottle, crumpled drugstore receipts, and a broken pair of sunglasses. But if you unzip the front pocket, which usually holds an expired student ID or a Best Buy discount card, the whole thing inflates to a life raft with pouches of vitamin gels, so you can survive at sea for at least two weeks.”

As I reached for the backpack, Dr. Huron said, “Don’t try it, not until it’s a necessity.”

Next, he picked up a rolled yoga mat, explaining, “You can carry this or wear it slung across your back on a strap. Its first function is to make everyone on the subway despise you, as some peaceful-looking yoga freak—have you noticed that the people who are always on their way to yoga pity the rest of us? But this mat is multipurpose.”

He held the cylindrical rubber mat in the crook of his right arm and it strafed a paper cutout of a faceless man in a suit hanging from the ceiling many yards away. I jumped at the blast of gunfire from this disguised assault rifle, as Dr. Huron said, “The trigger is located at this end of the mat, and can fire three full rounds before reloading. Additional cartridges of ammunition are tucked into this eco-conscious reusable shopping tote.” He was holding a stained hemp bag printed with the words “THE EARTH IS BETTER THAN YOU.”

“Jesus. So whenever I see a yoga dweeb…”

“They could be an operative,” said Reggie.

“And, should the mat and the tote prove insufficient for keeping people at a distance, you can add this.” Dr. Huron was waving a clip-on ponytail: “This can also be used as a hipster-style topknot, if you never want to have sex with anyone ever again.”

I wasn’t sure if Dr. Huron was joking, but he didn’t seem like the type. He’d picked up what looked like an iPhone: “If you need to contact Reggie on a secure line, don’t use your thumbprint or retina for recognition. Enemy combatants may force you to do that, or hack off your thumb and squeeze out your eyeball, so your life will become expendable.”

What was I doing here? Would my thumb and eyeball be kept on ice in a mini-cooler, or stored in a baggie like playground Cheerios?

“But this device may defeat them,” said Dr. Huron, handing me what appeared to be an ordinary iPhone from two iterations ago.

“So how do I call him? What does this phone recognize? Do I need eighteen secondary authentification passwords?”

“No,” said Reggie, as Dr. Huron told me, “Put it down your pants.”

“What?”

“It recognizes your penis.”

“Just like everyone on your dating apps,” said Reggie. “Dr. Huron’s already downloaded a photo you posted on Mangle, using the name MerylMan.”

Mangle was the latest hookup app, a combination of “man” and “mingle,” and stipulated a dick pic.

“Stop wasting time,” advised Dr. Huron.

I reluctantly undid my belt and stuffed the phone into my boxer briefs, which were black and relatively clean. When police officers find a body wearing these briefs, they scrawl in their report, “The victim appears to be a gay man trying to be sexy, while also imagining that black boxer briefs are slimming and can be worn more than once without washing.”

As I adjusted my crotch, Reggie dialed his own Android and my new phone vibrated, making me utter a small moan.

Reggie texted something on his phone, and when I fished mine out of my pants the screen read, “I’m glad you shave your balls.”

“Oh my God…”

“But this may be your most essential weapon,” said Dr. Huron, opening a slim attaché case made of compressed carbonite. The interior was fitted with dark packing foam, with what looked like a black credit card in a recess at the center. Dr. Huron removed the card.

“What does that do?” I asked. “Is it razor-sharp to cut people’s throats? Can it pick locks? Is it poisoned?”

“No,” said Reggie. “It’s an American Express Black Card, with no credit limit, which can be used all over the world. But if I catch you charging personal items, like some limited-edition Nike whatever or a new racing bike, I’ll cancel it. It’s for emergencies only. It’s the most valuable thing you own, including your kidneys.”

As Dr. Huron passed me the card, I held it gently and reverently, like a Communion wafer or a baby chick. I’d dreamed of applying for this sort of card, but the fees are astronomical, and I’d never trust myself. This card was beyond a license to kill, because it could purchase Business Class airline tickets, obscenely expensive facial exfoliating masques from countries I’d never heard of, premium orchestra seats to shows where the star was about to leave, and more black boxer briefs in lieu of doing laundry.

“Don’t make me regret this,” Reggie warned.

“Oh, and these power bars?” said Dr. Huron, extracting an innocuous-looking cellophane-wrapped snack from the backpack. These were the sort of “protein-rich,” “electrolyte-stacking,” “stamina-optimizing” treats studded with “sugar-free carob slivers” that are more fattening than twelve Baby Ruths.

“They’re grenades,” said Dr. Huron, hurling a bar at the bullet-ridden target, which exploded into flames and billowing smoke. The noise and destruction made me recall squatting on the toilet after scarfing one too many ordinary “12-essential-nutrients” power bars.

If I’d ever fleetingly entertained the notion of becoming a spy, Dr. Huron’s output was exactly why: the gadgets. I considered asking him for an amphibious car that turns into a speedboat and a jet pack that I’d use to fly over traffic and drop water balloons.

“Fuck,” said Reggie, studying his phone. “I guess it’s now or never. Come on, we can finish your training later. You’re coming to Washington.”
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I couldn’t stop by my apartment to grab anything, but Reggie assured me that clothing and “styling crap” would be waiting for me at our destination. He drove us in a rental car to a military base in the Bronx, where we boarded a bare-bones, three-seat, single-engine plane, which wasn’t the ultra-elite travel I’d been anticipating, the sort of private jet where a tech mogul in a hoodie snorts coke with a rail-thin model in ripped jeans and sable, and the mogul defends the expense and climate damage by calling the flight “cost-effective.” “Regular airports take too much time,” said Reggie, once we were in the air. “Here’s your passport.”

I was confused, since as of this morning, my passport had been in my bedroom, barely hidden beneath a fitness magazine, which I’d bought for the movie star whose bicep routine was being promised on the cover, with the star’s T-shirted arms Photoshopped to boulder-like Captain America proportions. These articles are fake, because the stars inject steroids while proclaiming their “gains” are “all natural” and strictly thanks to hours in the gym and only eating skinless, unseasoned chicken breasts. But I don’t care because these magazines are the male equivalent of bridal publications that run photo spreads of the same gowns every month, alongside the same articles on choosing “just the right gift bags for your groomsmen,” but keep readers happy at the gynecologist’s office.

I opened the passport to view the sultry face of my professional headshot, above the name Rick Fennimore.

“Rick Fennimore?”

“Can you do that?” Reggie asked. “Pretend to be a gentile? I can have them change it to Heshy Rabinowitz.”

“But why do I need a different name?”

“So if anyone traces you online, which they will, this can slow them down. Did you want us to use the dick pic?”

“No, this is fine.”

A confession: I secretly liked becoming “Rick Fennimore,” and not just because “Andrew Birnbaum” is such a dutiful and suburban name. For professional reasons I’d once thought about going by Adam Berne, Ace Barnes, or, on mushrooms, Andre Von Bernier, but since Meryl never became Merle Strathmore or Merry Sloane, and because I love my family and would never disdain them, I’m sticking with what my parents chose. But Rick Fennimore wasn’t just a spy, but a spy who could seductively unbutton his shirt to mid-sternum, a stance that would make Andrew Birnbaum look like he’d gotten dressed in a hurry or the dark.

“It doesn’t really look like you,” said Reggie, studying the passport photo over my shoulder.

“It’s not supposed to. An actor’s headshot is meant to look like their hotter, younger brother who’s got perfect skin, killer hair, and a crooked smile to die for, or a moody allure that says, ‘I’m thinking about how I’d play Hamlet or a Zac Efron part after Zac turns it down.’ And sure, when I show up for auditions and the casting people see me in the flesh, they’re disappointed. But I love my headshot because it makes me look like I have a career.”

“Got it. Okay, here’s what happening: we’re going to the White House. The First Lady is giving the Estonian prime minister and his wife a tour, and while they’re both in the clear, they’re bringing some staff members who may not be. A body was found in a storage locker at Dulles, and we think he was one of the Estonian secretaries, and a terrorist might be taking his place. So you and I will be working for Maunders, who’s installing springtime floral arrangements throughout the building.”

“We’re florists?”

“We’re assistants. Efficient underlings. We’ll shadow the First Lady and patrol for anyone suspicious.”

I was still in disbelief, but I was in the air, with a fake name and a forged passport. I’d had minimal training, and I might be making contact with a trained hit man (or hit person, because gender shouldn’t be a limitation when hiring maniac assassins). And I wasn’t sure where Estonia was.

“Estonia’s in Eastern Europe on the Baltic Sea,” Reggie told me, always a few steps ahead, “across from Finland and Sweden. They’re a parliamentary republic and they like America because they hate Russia. They’re good people but keep your eyes open.”

“Will there be guns?”

“Always assume there are guns. I’ve brought your backpack if you need a power bar.”

I had a horrific thought, of an absent-minded impulse when my blood sugar drops, so I unwrap one of the power bars, take a bite, and blow my head off.

“I’ll be right there, or nearby. You’ll do fine.”

After we landed, a black van brought us to the White House, although I couldn’t see out of the tinted windows. But after stopping briefly at two security checkpoints where Reggie presented the necessary credentials, we were driven to a rear entrance of what was definitely the first family’s official residence. I’d taken a tour as an eight-year-old, on a vacation trip with my family, during which my mom said, “You should appreciate this place as an American landmark, but it was built by slaves,” and my dad said, “Many American presidents were fine people, but not always. I’ll point out the portraits of the unpleasant ones.”

The White House’s current residents were the Democratic President Kyle Pershing and his wife, First Lady Reata Pershing. They were the first interracial couple to share the titles—Reata was Black, and Kyle was a good-natured, well-intentioned liberal who I’d voted for. Frankly, I was more undone about coming into any proximity with Reata, an effortlessly glamorous and blazingly intelligent figure who’d worked steadily to modulate these attributes to avoid being labeled a mere fashion plate or an Angry Black Woman by conservatives. Reata’s name was pronounced ree-AH-tuh, but her enemies often deliberately stumbled over it. She’d been a tenured professor at Harvard before putting her career on hold to support and, many people insinuate, mastermind Kyle’s rise. Reata’s field was Archaeology with a concentration in Ancient Greek Civilization, and she’d authored several revered textbooks and done copious fieldwork. But among the most viral aspects of Reata’s stardom was the incredible yellow shantung sleeveless dress with a matching coat that she’d worn at the Inauguration. “That dress,” Brock had commented, “made me proud to be an American.” Reata’s outfit, and the gown she’d selected for the Inaugural Ball, in a vivid teal silk, had both been created by young designers of color, and signified an assertive improvement over the more drab wardrobes of earlier First Ladies, although I’m excluding Jackie Kennedy because she wasn’t just a First Lady but an eternal goddess, and my mom treasures her childhood Jackie Kennedy paper doll book, preserved in a plastic sleeve.

I’m not saying that couture supersedes policy, but let me put it this way: when Viola Davis played Reata in a Netflix series, she’d looked amazing in a copy of that yellow ensemble, she’d won an Emmy, and I bet she kept the dress. As Brock put it, “Reata is pro−gay rights, pro-choice, and she makes Oprah levitate.” As for me, I could easily pitch a musical called Reata, with the first act peaking as the star (Audra? Janelle? Maybe Cardi B in a stunning Broadway debut?) strides along Pennsylvania Avenue in the yellow look, like Dolly Levi greeting a grateful nation of dancing campaign volunteers, led by me. Okay, maybe led by Jace.

But today I wasn’t here to worship Reata, and grab a selfie to make my parents believe I have a future, but to protect her. Reggie and I met up with other Tuxes, including Maunders, Brock, and Timothy (taking time off from his porn career), in a basement locker room, where we changed into pressed khakis and white oxford-cloth button-down shirts overlaid with knee-length canvas aprons printed with the Coxley Blossoms logo (the company’s initials in sprouting branches). Maunders was haughty but exceptional, instructing us, “The arrangements have already been finalized and everything’s waiting on brass carts, and the index cards in the pockets of your aprons have instructions for placement.”

“We’ll all seem to be busily removing the earlier, drooping arrangements,” said Reggie, “and substituting the new ones.”

“Please don’t get any ideas about rethinking the tulip clusters or tugging on the gerbera daisies, just because your Montessori preschool teacher called you creative,” Maunders continued. “There’s a casual meadow theme that can’t be disturbed. Wear your white cotton gloves and use both hands with the vases. There’s enough water to replenish the flowers but not splash on the floor, not if you’re careful.”

“Um, so Reata’s gonna be here?” asked Timothy.

“Yes,” said Reggie. “I’ll give you five seconds to get it out of your systems.”

Timothy, Brock, and I grabbed each other by the forearms and quietly howled, “REATA!”

Three white gay men celebrating a high-personality Black woman could be construed as cultural appropriation, but our fanship was genuine and we wouldn’t be lip-synching her speeches or sneaking into the family quarters to try on her gowns or leave “WE LOVE YOU” Post-its on the mirrors. Reata was something beyond a movie star, because she championed all minorities, and her memoir Together We Rise was a bestseller, inspiring millions, with a dazzling cover photo that’s on my Instagram, beside a classic bare-chested image of Paul Newman, who, as my mom will tell you, was Jewish by the way. Whenever I pass a bottle of Newman’s Own salad dressing on a supermarket shelf (with the proceeds going to charity), I always whisper, “Shalom.”

“I can’t even,” said Brock, regarding Reata, as we calmed ourselves.

“She’s got a trans cousin, who was a guest at the State of the Union,” said Timothy.

“I should’ve brought her a candle,” I said, glaring at Reggie accusingly for not letting me stop by the store on our way to Washington. But which fragrance—was there a Hibiscus Icon or Timeless Role Model Peony Ovation?

“You will not be speaking to Ms. Pershing or making eye contact or whimpering,” said Reggie. “Our suspect will possibly be part of the Estonian entourage.”

“Gentlemen,” said Maunders, whose I’m-the-boss apron had his signature embroidered across the chest, “check your earpieces.”

We’d been equipped with these concealed devices, which were so tiny I couldn’t believe how effective they were, as Reggie said, “Tuck in your shirts,” right in my ear. Then the group lined up and left the basement, each member surreptitiously catching sight of himself in any reflective surface and touching his hair. I wanted to look good for Reata and also, it struck me, for my country. I’d never served in any of the armed forces or even thought about enlisting; I was a spoiled member of a peacetime generation. But in my crisp Coxley Blossoms apron I felt a surge of duty. I was also incredibly, throat-parchingly nervous, always my go-to response before stepping onstage.

Our carts, stacked with graciously well-thought-out floral displays, were waiting for us. I checked and rechecked the note card in my pocket: I was being sent to the Blue Room, with a map to guide me.

Everyone silently pushed their cart in a different direction, like a billiard ball tapped by a pool cue. The front wheel on my cart wobbled and I stopped breathing, but after a second’s pause, everything was fine.

White House staffers hurried by, as I concentrated on acting as dedicated and well mannered as I could, as if I were someone who’d done this a thousand times. I almost overshot the double doors to the Blue Room, but backed my cart up and pushed it into this grand oval parlor, where Jackie’s renovation had covered the walls with a cream damask, leaving the floor-to-ceiling draperies and custom carpet in a deep sky blue. There were upholstered and gilded chairs, along with a mantel and two ornately carved mahogany tables set with floral arrangements awaiting my care. I carefully lifted the vases now to be retired onto my cart and diligently positioned their replacements, sniffing the fresh flowers, which shamed the toxic air-freshener aromas of the candles I hawked.

There were voices from the hallway. Two Secret Service agents in dark suits entered, secured the space, and then there she was, in an emerald pantsuit and polished hair and makeup: Reata Pershing. As a cater waiter I’ve passed hors d’oeuvres to big-name stars, noting who was even shorter than reported, who’d had a recent eyelift (the upturned crow’s feet are a giveaway), and who said thank you. A few of these celebrities had wowed me, in that bizarre manner of brushing against a brand name in person, and accepting that they weren’t a plausible look-alike but the real thing. I’d almost prod them with a fingertip, as if they were mannequins in a wax museum.

But Reata, who I was trying not to stare at, with scant success, was something else, maybe because she wasn’t an actress or a newscaster gobbling a dab of caviar on a Triscuit at a fundraiser. Reata glowed, with a generosity and a pleasure in her task. She was almost a parade float representing herself, but there was a down-to-earth quality that had disarmed the world and caused me to freeze with a vase of flowers in my two-handed grip.

“Stop staring,” said Reggie’s voice via my earpiece. “There are four undersecretaries with the Estonian delegation. We’re focusing on the guy with a mustache.”

As I deposited the mantel arrangement and stepped back to measure its symmetry, I turned my head to scope out the Estonian prime minister, wearing a pinstriped gray suit, and his wife, who had the rigid ash-blond upsweep of someone determined to look identical in every photo. They were listening closely to Reata, who was detailing the renovations undertaken by previous regimes: “Teddy Roosevelt was responsible for the Napoleonic chairs, with reproductions commissioned during the Truman administration. But one of my favorite pieces was salvaged from a warehouse by Mrs. Kennedy and restored through donations. It’s the pier table along the wall, where this handsome young gentleman is placing those gorgeous anemones and freesia—is that right?”

As Reata spoke, it occurred to me: of course she’s attuned to the room’s past, as a historian. Her voice was warm but authoritative, sharing her passionate research and appreciation. I was also thunderstruck: it had taken me a second to grasp that I was the “handsome young gentleman” and that Reata had asked me a question. Maunders’s voice in my ear said, “Yes, they’re freesia, along with lilies of the valley.”

“Are you watching the guy with the mustache?” said Reggie’s voice.

“Freesia?” Reata repeated. “Although I shouldn’t bother you while you’re working.”

Reata’s ease nudged me into action, and as I was about to answer, I saw the secretary with the mustache reaching into his pocket. I had to distract him, so I undertook the unthinkable and dropped the vase on the floor, yelping, “I’m so sorry! Everyone be careful, broken glass!”

Reggie, Maunders, and Brock, hearing the commotion over my earpiece, rushed into the room, as the Secret Service agents rapidly escorted Reata into the outer hallway and as far away as possible.
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