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“Hey! Wake up! We’ve got a ghost!”
A muffled snort was the response from my sleeping companion. I shoved the pile of costume sketches off Lucy’s head. She was drooling. She was also snoring. Put them together and they spell ‘snooling.’ Not an attractive combination and my pillow was now wet with dog slobber as well as tiny black hairs.
I poked her. “You sorry mutt. You should be whinin’, wailin’, and howlin’. Aren’t canines supposed to be sensitive to spooks? What’s your problem?” I nudged the dog again. “Lucy! Get the ghost, baby girl!”
Lucy yawned, flopped onto her back, batted the air with her front paws and remained serenely unimpressed.
“Sheesh. Fine ghost hunter you turned out to be. You’re fired.”
When the click sounded again, I stayed under the covers. Why bother to get up? No one would be at that door. No one was ever at that door. Nightly, for the three weeks since I moved in, I’d been hearing someone locking and relocking the front door. Nightly, for three weeks, I'd checked. No one was there. I tried tiptoeing to the door, then flinging it open. No one. I peered through the peephole ‘til my eyes hurt. No one.
I spent another three minutes under the quilt listening to clicks, then threw off the cover and slid out of bed, grabbing a sweatshirt to ward off the strange chill glazing the night.
Lucy woofed, oozed to the floor, then padded behind me as we crept down the hallway. A brave unit of two, we gingerly peeked around the art deco screen that hid my office from the den. Daily, I turned off that stupid desk lamp. Nightly, someone or some thing turned it on. Last night, in desperation, I’d yanked the plug from the socket.
The light blazed in cheerful defiance.
I exhaled. “Lights do not turn themselves on automatically. There’s gotta be a scientific explanation. Electrical whatzits. Energy surge whozits. Wait. I’ve got it! Con Ed malfeasance. They cause black-outs; why not light-ins?”
The bathroom light was also burning, admittedly through no fault of any outside entity. Sheer forgetfulness on my part. I glimpsed my reflection under the raw fluorescent bulbs, and immeditately wished I hadn’t. Bloodshot eyes. Dark circles under the eyes. Adding a touch of drama was a white streak slashing through my bushy red hair. On closer inspection that turned out to be a toothpaste stain stuck to the mirror. But still . . .
“Ouch. Not a pretty sight. I’m probably scarin’ the ghost. What happened to the tall foxy chick who arrived in New York four years ago rarin’ to tear up the town?”
Lucy’s tail swished enthusiastically in wild circles, tapping against the bathroom door. I nodded. “Yep. You got it. She’s gone. Poof.”
I tiptoed towards the front door, shuddering, partly from cold and partly from fear, then peeked through the keyhole. To no one’s surprise (particularly mine) there was nobody there. Nothing. Nada. Zippo.
I sighed. “Mel Flynn. Do not make yourself nuts. Just ‘cause there’s an extra entity in the apartment doesn’t mean you’ve gone one seam short of a hemline. Ghosts live in every old New York apartments. I’ll bet spirit soldiers from the Revolutionary War are playin’ poker on a nightly basis in every brownstone in Greenwich Village. Beatin’ the Redcoats with every hand.”
I felt a draft. I could have sworn I shut the windows earlier. Apparently I’d missed one.
I hurried to the window and started to slam it shut, but instead leaned over the sill and inhaled the night air. And the rain. There’d been three weeks of cold, gray rain - in New York City in early June. Weird. The torrent had started the same time the locks started turning and the lights started turning on, which was the second night after I'd moved in. What was next? Chains rattling? Shadows shrieking?
A clap of thunder shook the window. I backed away but tripped over one of Lucy’s chew toys. I picked up the rubber barbell then gave it to my begging dog.
“Luce, this whole ghost sightin’ thingee is most likely latent insanity in the family. Hits all female Flynns at age twenty- six. A sure sign of incipient lunacy. Or is that insipid?”
I was saved from spouting forth further incipient, insipid ramblings by sounds of cursing coming from the street below. Lucy’s ears perked up. I stuck my head outside again, shrugging off a possible lightning strike.
Two boys who looked like they were about eleven were trying to break into a new Honda with a crowbar. I was tempted to run downstairs and demonstrate my skills in breaking and entering, courtesy of my best friend Savanna’s five older brothers, but the car’s siren began emitting an ear-splitting scream. The kids took off, shattering existing sprint records.
Three men in black leather came into view. They were linked arm in arm, expertly skating down the street on rollerblades. The man in the middle held an oversized red umbrella high against the rain.
A late night jogger trotted by at a brisk pace, his baseball cap flashing a rusty orange under the street lamp. A soggy golden retriever, identical in color to the cap, galloped happily at the runner’s heels, reveling in the freedom of splashing through puddles. They seemed familiar. Maybe from Washington Square Park where Lucy and I had started running?
A sharp whistle sounded, then a male voice shouted, “Dee Gee. Come!” The dog stopped his less-than-graceful choreographed version of “Singing in the Rain” and obediently trotted towards his master. The pair disappeared around the corner. I continued to gaze out at the dark, rain-slick streets, now empty of activity, until a spate of cold water doused me full across my chest. I slammed the window shut.
Lucy yawned. I yawned. She had the right idea. Sleep.
After exchanging the soggy sweats for dry, I plopped back on the bed. Lucy joined me. I patted her soft furry head and stared at my ceiling.
I loved my new apartment. The décor was all mine, even if much of it smacked of that period called Early Great Aunt. Matisse and Erte prints hung securely above my new drafting table. Renaissance colors of ruby and jade complemented the antiques graciously donated by my personal Early Great Aunt, Teresa Flynn, painter and collector of fine objects d’art. The den held the Baby Grand (another Aunt Teresa donation) that solidly occupied an entire corner. Huge windows in every room. Wood floors. The park four blocks away. Not terribly far from my day job, which was designing sewing patterns, but also right in the center of a lot of Village theatres and clubs. Chinese take-out three doors down.
There had not been a ghost clause included in the lease.
I tucked the soft comforter close around me. Lucy snuggled by my side.
The rain buffeted the air-conditioner. Suddenly, I could hear a voice along with the sounds of water tapping. A voice that cried in the night: "Briley. I’m here! Come quickly!"
“Wake up! Hey, Mel! Wake up.”
“Savanna?”
“Yep. Girl, were you really asleep?”
I shifted the phone from right hand to left and glanced at the digital clock. “Duh. Yes, Sarah Leah, I was. You’re supposed to be busy choreographing your show, not waking me up in the middle of the damn night. It’s - oh sweet saffron, it’s two! Are you nuts or merely doin’ your best to annoy the hell out of me?”
“Sorry,” was the far too cheery response. “I’m hyped. I’m outside that new club on Delancey. Great band and serious hunks everywhere. Last Midnight. That’s the name of the club, but come to think of it, it's also when I got here. And quit callin’ me Sarah Leah. I’m not a flippin’ cupcake.”
“Fine. Savanna. Don’t call me after hours and I’ll keep your real name secret. Like either or us has met anyone in New York who'd really care? So. Is there a real reason you called?”
“Mel. You sound testy. Too much time spent indoors. Not to mention you’re in serious need of male companionship. You should be out partyin’ with me. Hell, when’s the last time you were even near a man?”
“Listen, you sex-crazed wench - I saw at least five just last night. Or an hour ago. Whichever came first.”
I told Savanna about the inept pre-pubescent car thieves, the leather-clad skaters, and the jogger with the wet dog.
She howled. “Melody! Mel. What is wrong with you? None of the above qualifies. I mean, really! Eleven-year-old boys are not even right for eleven-year-old girls. And three guys in leather together in Greenwich Village? Give me a break. Now the jogger’s a possible, but be wary of guys so intent on being buff they slog through rain after midnight.”
“Savanna? Focus! You called me? Why?” I yelled.
“Chill. I just get pissed that you’re frettin’ over that bozo who dumped you last summer and that’s why you won’t put on your dancing shoes and join me and let gorgeous men drink champagne from your shoes and tell you how much they adore red-haired chicks who can stitch like Betsy Ross and tango like an Argentine pro.”
I growled, “Savanna! I am not cryin’ about that idiot. Swear. I just moved into a new apartment, remember? I am trying to get settled while also creatin’ gorgeous little costumes for your -may I repeat - your - show. Now. You almost got back on track for two seconds. Would you like to lead the train into the station and explain why you’re buggin’ me at this hour? Please?”
“Gripe. Gripe. Okay. Here ‘tis. We’re stalled on Frolic for about a month. So, my procrastinating buddy, you’ve got a reprieve on finishing the sketches.” She paused. “How they comin’, anywho?”
Sarah Leah Epstein, aka Savanna, who’s been my best friend since we fought for space at the barré in her family’s dance academy, is choreographing Frolic. At twenty-eight, she’s two years older than I, working on her Masters in Fine Arts in Dance at New York University and driving me loony trying to put together a Way, Way, Faraway Off-Off-Broadway show. And while, yeah, she’s a serious party girl, she’s also a phenomenal choreographer. I didn’t want her worrying about costumes since she’d been fantastic to get me this gig. Who wants a nobody sketching designs for a show? Even if it’s Way-Way-Faraway-Off -Whatever.
Savanna didn’t need to hear that I was in the middle of an occult crisis that was slowly destroying my creative processes and sleep cycle. If I told her I had a ghost she’d be so thrilled she’d haul over here leading the band from Last Midnight to conduct all-night séances.
I shuddered. Then I lied. “Goin’ beautifully. Although I am havin' a problem or two with the fairies. I’ve tried pastels. I’ve tried sheers and lace robes. How does naked grab you?”
Another snort. “Have you seen the fairies? Not exactly a chorus line of beauties. We’re talkin’ 5’2” and 180. Sumo wrestlers are prettier. Where were Jason’s brains - or eyes - when he cast ’em?”
“Good point. I will clothe the ladies in splendor. Or tents. Eventually. Actually, fairies are first up on the program for tomorrow’s designs. Assuming someone -who shall remain nameless - lets me get some sleep.”
“Damn, but you’re cranky. Guess there’s no point in trying to coax you into joining me at Last Midnight for some serious hound-doggin’?”
“Savanna. I’m hangin’ up now. Call me past midnight again and you die. Got it? Bye.”
“Bye, Mel. Brunch Sunday?”
“Yep.”
I replaced the receiver.
Visions of fairies, thankfully clad, began dancing through my head. I could hear strains of music as the sprites cavorted in my dreams.
I blinked. I did hear music. This was no dream.
“I hear singing. Live. Not a CD. Irving Berlin? Wait! What?”
I sat up, and then checked the lighted alarm by the bed. Three a.m. Between ghost hunting and Savanna’s call I’d managed forty-five minutes of sleep time.
The singing stopped. It must have been wafting down from one of the other apartments. A neighbor warming up for an audition? A vocal coach giving a lesson? At three in the morning.
I was lying to myself. That voice was my ghost.
I gave up trying to get to sleep and headed for the desk where I’d left my designs for "Frolic," a musical adaptation of "A Midsummer Nights Dream" set in Egypt during the Victorian age. Honest.
The sketches lay untouched and unfinished.
I flipped on the desk light and stared for ten minutes just at the designs for Oberon’s costume. Nothing hit me that was exactly Tony Award winning. I began fiddling with the shefflera I’d placed next the right side of the desk, wondering if I should move it to the left where it could get more sun. Assuming the sun ever shone again. I stopped.
The shefflera was wet. It should have been parched. I hadn’t watered it in three weeks.
I roamed the apartment, testing various other flora and fauna. Including a ficus tree near the kitchen. Wet as well, even though, like the shefflera, I’d ignored it for several weeks. I should be charged with attempted murder of greenery for my neglect. No one else had been in the apartment. Not even the super. So –– who?
I was blessed with an environmentally active spook who apparently was hosing the plants.
I looked up at the ceiling. “ Yo? Spirit? After you’re done gardening, wanna take a whack at designin’ costumes for fat fairies? Hey! Make yourself really useful. Whip up an omelet?”
I exhaled. “I’m talkin’ to a ghost.”
I tiptoed into the kitchen with some trepidation. Uninhabited. No current signs of spectral activity, but I wasn’t optimistic as to possibilities for the near future.
“Hmm. Bloodstains tomorrow?”
Lucy barked in anticipation.
I wandered back to my desk then turned on the radio. The classic rock station was playing Chris de Burgh’s "Don’t Pay the Ferryman." When I’d gone to bed the first time it had been Kansas’ "Dust in the Wind." I shivered.
I lowered the volume then pulled up my research notes on the computer for fashions of the early 20th Century, specifically what the well-dressed archeologists were modeling at digs throughout the Middle East, for ideas on Frolic costumes. I sketched in something for Titania, and then quickly erased it. Pith helmets and riding trousers with boots were just too clichéd. Maybe naked wasn’t such a bad idea.
I began nodding to the rhythm of the heavy raindrops hitting the air-conditioner. Then I realized that tapping was inside the apartment. So was the rain. The window was open – again - and the rain was coming in. I got up, slammed down the pane then started wiping off the window seat.
A different sound filled the apartment. Very faint but I’d heard it before less than an hour ago.
I groaned. “Oh, howdy-doody, it is Irving Berlin. 'A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody.' Some damned ghost is serenading me with old musical tunes. She’s lockin’ doors, switching on lights, waterin’ the shrubbery, openin’ windows in the rain. And now auditionin’ for Broadway?”
I headed for the piano. Perhaps playing a song or two on the old Grand would ease my shredded nerves. The neighbors probably wouldn’t be pleased but then again - they might be thrilled. It’s an artsy building. I froze. A piece of sheet music I’d never bought lay on the piano. The song was "A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody." Copyright date was 1919.
“That’s it! I’m leavin’ before I start looking up Exorcists-R-Us.”
I quickly threw open the doors to what passed for a closet and found a pair of black gaucho pants and a slinky black turtleneck top. Then I laced up my new black granny boots with trembling fingers and tore out of Apartment 413 like the demons of hell were after me. For all I knew –– they were.
A smart girl would have run right across the hall to pound on the door of the gay couple who’d kindly helped that smart girl move a few pieces of furniture into the apartment. Did I do the smart thing? Nope. I ran downstairs to the third floor where I’d yet to see any of the residents.
Two minutes later, Lucy and I stood in front of Apartment 313. “Four in the mornin’ and I’m knockin’ on a stranger’s door. In New York. Bright move, Mel. Can you say ‘possible serial killer’?”
I tried to stop trembling. Much as I loved my dog I needed human companionship just now - even from what would doubtless be one angry tenant. I hoped he or she didn’t own a gun.
I lifted my hand to knock. The door flew open before my fingers ever touched wood.
Standing dazzlingly resplendent with dyed orange hair tucked under a black Mets baseball cap; wearing a neon orange leather mini-skirt, a fuschia Animaniacs T-shirt, and green Shrek fuzzy slippers, was a four-foot-five-inch-tall, somewhat elderly gnome. She glared at me.
“Gotta ghost, doncha.”
It was not a question.
“How in Memphis blues did you . . . ?”
“Fiona Belle Donovan Winthorp. Call me Belle. Or Fiona Belle. Just not Winthorp. I despised that man.”
I tried to close my mouth before the drool gathering in the corners could slide down my chin. My jaw was currently resting somewhere near my collarbone.
Fiona shook her head. “Don’t gawk. It’s not pretty. Speak.”
I nearly said “woof,” but managed to form real words while trying to dodge total embarrassment.
I addressed my response to “Animanaic” Dot Warner on the woman’s T-shirt. It seemed less intimidating than talking directly to the tiny woman scowling up at me.
“Where should I start? Wait. Don’t say it. I got it. The beginning. If I just knew what that was. Or when. Anyway. Someone keeps checkin’ the door locks. The lamp keeps comin’ on. The window in the main room keeps openin’. And, uh, the plants are wet.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
I fought for words to explain the rest of the ghostly events. Couldn’t find them.
“Yeah? What else? You’re skipping the good stuff. Get on with it, child.”
“I . . . I mean It . . . That is. She’s. . . singing what sounds like old show tunes.”
“Irving Berlin.”
My eyes opened wide to match my gaping mouth. “How the hell . . . ? Are you psychic or what?”
She glowered at me.
I blushed. “Oh, crap. Gee, I’m so sorry, where are my manners? I’m Mel Flynn – Apartment 413.”
The elderly munchkin snorted, then gestured inside Apartment 313 to a table where an elegant brunch had been prepared, presumably for me. My hostess was undeniably a witch. A stupidly-short witch.
“Sit down, dammit. You’re way too tall to suit me.”
I sat. Lucy plopped at my feet and promptly went to sleep, indulging in a well-deserved nap. I numbly nodded thanks when cranberry scones (my favorite) were thrust under my nose. I hyperventilated, gulped tea then stared at my mug, which proudly displayed a picture of Elvis Presley singing into a microphone. The mike lit up when hot liquid filled the mug.
Fiona Belle reached over and gently took the sheet music from my hands. She held it out reverently, then clutched it to her tiny chest and sighed. She seemed completely oblivious to my presence.
I took another swallow of tea as I glanced around Fiona Belle’s apartment, intrigued and nearly distracted from my own ghost story by her eclectic taste. Antique furniture vied with post-modern sectionals and chrome tables. Busts of Egyptian pharaohs and Hindu deities perched on top of a pearl-handled telephone stand from the Phillipines. I knew it was from the Phillipines because my great-grandfather brought an identical piece back from World War Two and I inherited it.
I squinted at the Rembrandts and Degas dancers mounted beside Andy Warhol’s famous portrait of Marilyn Monroe. All artwork looked original. Not prints. A poster advertising the “The Threepenny Opera” starring Lotte Lenya had been taped alongside a poster for “Our American Cousin” starring Edwin Booth. Next to Mr. Booth was an elegant tapestry from a medieval period. A Native American tribal peace pipe had been stuck to the fabric by means of a staple gun.
My scan of the room halted when I saw the Colonial roll-top desk that held a beyond-state-of-the-art computer surrounded by six different pieces of Elvis memorabilia. The two most striking were the table lamp depicting images of Elvis on the shade, with blue suede shoes as its base, and a Hound Dog clock portraying the King singing to a basset. A Scottish brooch had been pinned to one shoe like a buckle.
The cream pitcher on the table was made in the shape of a small television. A neon sign reading Heartbreak Hotel flashed in the corner of the ‘set’. I waved the pitcher at Fiona Belle.
“I have this! I love Elvis. My mother was a total fan. Growing up, she’d take me to Graceland the way other kids get taken to the mall.” My eyes misted. “I miss her. She died two years ago.”
Fiona Belle nodded but stayed silent.
“I have every record Elvis ever made and I can play all the early pieces on piano. What am I saying? That’s not really relevant right now, is it? Where was I? Oh yeah, being haunted by a singin' ghost. Not Elvis. I’m so sorry, I’m ramblin’, aren’t I? I tend to get a little stupid when I’m sleep deprived and entertainin’ spectral visitors.”
Fiona Belle Donovan daintily sipped her tea, slapped marmalade on her scone, grunted, and wisely ignored the majority of my monologue. She carefully placed her own Elvis mug (the King standing on a record; guitar slung across his hips) on the table as she caressed the sheet music with unabashed affection.
“'A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody.' Irving Berlin created it especially for the '13th Edition Ziegfeld Follies.' 1919. Catchy tune. Became the Follies theme. Irving wrote it after the dress rehearsal. Flo Ziegfeld needed a number for the staircase parade.”
Fiona Belle broke off a piece of her scone and fed it to Lucy, now awake and waiting patiently for a treat. “Follies girl. Exotic looking.” Fiona Belle hissed, “Slimy son-of-a-bitch stalked her. 1919 – vanished.”
I was completely mesmerized. “A Pretty Girl . . . That’s what I heard.”
I frowned at my brusque-toned narrator. “Wait. How did . . .? Nineteen-nineteen? No way you were even born then. Did you reincarnate yourself with a built-in memory? Or are you just an incredible bee-ess-er.” I paused. My parents had taught me to address my elders with a bit more respect. “’scuse me, that was rude. But, where’s all this info coming from?”
“I hafta nap now. Go home, Mel.”
Fiona Belle politely opened the door and pushed me into the hall.
“But.”
The door snapped shut then was promptly flung open.
“A knock-out. Loved to dance. Loved to sing. Loved kids. Loved animals. Loved Briley. ‘course they all did. Couldn’t blame ‘em. A fox.”
A heavy shoebox and sheet music were thrust into my hands. The door slammed. Flung open again.
“I’m keeping your dog for the day.”
“What! You can’t have her. She’s mine. Give her back!”
Fiona Belle’s tone softened. “Mel. Honey, you have things to do. Yes, she’s your baby. But believe me, she’ll be safer here. Trust me.”
Lucy was now sitting next to Fiona Belle and the table. Her tail was wagging maniacally, but I wasn’t sure if she was excited about her new dog-sitter or the rasher of bacon ten inches from her nose.
Fiona Belle didn’t linger to hear my response to the abduction of my dog. Not that I had one to give. “Safer?” I wasn’t thrilled hearing the word but I sure didn’t want to be trying to save Lucy at the same time I was trying to save myself. I would leave my pup with her since apparently I was about to embark on a mission with the ghost.
The door closed, firmly. It stayed shut. A bolt bolted. I stood in the hall holding a shoebox and sheet music. I was filled with questions about a chorus girl. Not to mention my enigmatic, dognapping, downstairs neighbor.
I inched my way back up the stairs to my apartment. My body ached. I was nauseous. Had Fiona Belle poured brandy into my tea? No wonder I felt sick. I closed my eyes hoping to regain some equilibrium and immediately envisioned a large stage in another time. I could almost hear the chorus girls belting out wonderful songs.
Had this particular Follies girl married, moved to Jersey, sung lullabies to exotic-looking babies? Had she hidden in her apartment, lights blazing, checking locks – terrified? Had a pursuing admirer found her? Had she fled one rainy night?
The whole experience suddenly took on a frightening air of reality. Assuming of course, that I was really awake and I’d actually met an ageless, shrimpy Follies enthusiast with a penchant for cartoon clothing, short skirts and shorter sentences.
I frowned. “Probably chats with Irving Berlin and Elvis daily over tea and scones.”
I eased open the apartment door and gave the space a quick perusal before entering. I missed Lucy even though she wasn’t any help in catching ghosts. I wondered if other manifestations had occurred in the time I’d been breaking bread – well – scones, with Ms. Donovan Winthorp who hated Mr. Winthorp.
All seemed calm within. I placed the shoebox on the hall table, walked over to the piano, and plopped the sheet music on the stand. There was a stain at the top of the title page. It looked like blood.
“I don’t even want to know.”
That wasn’t true. I couldn’t stand it a minute longer. I picked up the music at a clean edge to examine the stain. It was new and it was wet. Further inspection revealed the scent of cranberries. I kept the sheet music in my hand and headed over to the drawing table. I began doodling on my neglected designs, trying to sketch out fairy costumes. Hopeless. I’d just drawn eight caricatures of winged basset hounds holding guitars.
I crammed the destroyed costume designs, plus a few that seemed to hold some promise, into my Elvis carryall bag, then threw the bag onto the window seat. Elvis. I’d gotten a two CD set only a couple of days ago. "Elvis’ Greatest Hits Volume Three." Maybe his voice would banish the other voices from my apartment. Hey! Elvis himself could just enter the building.
The King sang for about ten minutes. I didn’t hear a note. I glanced at the shoebox. It drew me the way espresso draws a caffeine addict.
The shoebox was still on the hall table. As I passed by the piano, the Irving Berlin sheet music floated up. I grabbed it.
The shoebox was wrapped in twine, but it untied easily enough without having to resort to scissors. After tossing aside wads of wrapping paper, I lifted out an antique porcelain doll.
I was instantly drawn to this lady whose dark hair was tightly bound by a cloche hat strewn with feathers. Her head rested on a heavy black stick connecting to a circular base. Around her neck was a silver lace ruff edged in gold trim.
I picked up the sheet music. I looked at the cover. I looked at the doll. Same face.
I carried her over to the window seat, shoved my bag onto my lap, then plopped down in comfort on the padded seat. There was a key at the base of the doll. No way to ignore it. I wound it. The room grew dim as tinkly sounds began playing –– what else? "A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody."
“Hey! Wake up! Wake up.”
“Ouch. Don’t yell in my ear. I’m awake. I’m awake.”
“You don’t look so good. Were you really asleep?”
My head hurt. Hadn’t I just had this conversation earlier? Was this a bad case of Déjà vu?
“Savanna?”
“No, sweetie, this is New York –– not Georgia.”
I sat up too quickly and looked into a face I’d never seen before. Then I sank back down and tried not to scream.
The piano was gone. The window seat was gone. My drawing board was gone. The entire living room was gone.
What I saw instead looked like the dressing room set for the burlesque scene in a cheesy production of Gypsy. The attractive blonde hovering over me was obviously playing one of the three strippers. If I had to hazard a guess from her raspy alto voice, I’d say Miss Mazeppa, the trumpet player.
Kimonos, boas, gloves and corsets were draped over doors, over chairs, over screens. I was sitting at a makeup table that showed remnants of powder and rouge stains from at least twenty shows. The mirror was gilt edged with harshly lit bulbs.
The music box doll was still in my hand. The sheet music and my Elvis carryall were in my lap. I slowly got up and tried to get my bearings and my balance.
The blonde gasped. “Glory be, you’re tall. You’ve got to be six-feet tall. Did Flo hire you for the Midnight Frolic? The Spanish number with Johnny?”
“Flo. Is she the new director for Frolic? Is this the set? Doesn’t look Egyptian to me.”
“What?”
“I asked if Flo is the new director. Did she replace Jason? And where’s Savanna?”
The blonde’s eyebrows shot into her bangs. “What are you talking about? She who? Jason? Say, who are you? Where are you from? What are you doing backstage?”
I sat down again. My head was throbbing. “I must’ve hit my head. Could you just tell me where I am? And do you have any ibuprofen?”
The blonde was eyeing me with a combination of suspicion and incredulity. Then she laughed. “What’s eyebooprofin? Some new drink? Say, did Bobby put you up to this? He’s such a kidder. Okay. I’ll play along”
She spoke slowly and distinctly, separating her words as though she were talking to a young child. “You’re backstage of the New Amsterdam Theatre. And Flo, like you’ve never heard before, is Mister Florenz Ziegfeld. We’re in rehearsals for Follies. I’m Saree Goldman.” Her speech resumed a normal tempo. “So, are you playing a joke or looking for work? We’re opening in days, but they need a couple of girls as understudies. Flo and Ned Wayburn are seeing people this afternoon. Can you believe it? We have dress rehearsal tomorrow night.”
Ibuprofen wasn’t going to help. I felt an anxiety attack coming on that could only be staved off through something closer to mega-doses of Prozac. crack cocaine or any hallocinogen.
“I’m sure this’ll sound crazy, but could you tell me the month - and the year?”
The blonde let loose with a strong belly laugh. “You’re good! Straight face and all. We should put you in the sketches with Bert Williams. But sure, sweetie. It’s June 13th. 1919.”
I must have blacked out again. My last conscious thought was “Fiona Belle, what did you put in the tea?”
When I woke up again, I decided the prudent course of action would be to keep my eyes closed, my mouth shut, my body on the floor, and pretend to stay in a coma. Someone outside the dressing room was yelling about a party at Lloyd’s. Female. Someone else was singing. Male. Definitely not my ghost.
My breath was coming in spurts and my heart rate had soared to high-impact aerobic proportions. But I faced the facts head on. I had died. Or time-traveled. Maybe both. No problem. I would handle either scenario with grace, calm and dignity.
I tasted blood. I’d just bitten through my lower lip to keep from screaming. I was absolutely terrified.
I felt wet heat on my face and heard the sounds of panting. I cautiously opened one eye. Same tacky backstage set. Same peroxided-blonde looking a bit anxious. But two elements had been added. One was a grinning golden retriever pup enthusiastically licking my nose. (Which explained the wet heat and the panting.) The other element was a pair of brilliant blue eyes that gazed at me as though I was an unusual form of plant life. The eyes belonged to a male. A male who scooped me up in his arms while unsuccessfully trying to push the dog away from my now decidedly damp face.
The man spoke. “Duffy, you stupid dog. Leave her alone. Miss? Wake up. Here, drink a little of this.”
A glass was placed to my lips. There was a yellow hair – canine - clinging to the bottom of it. I drank the contents of the glass while drinking in those eyes. Then it hit.
“Holy Ga-Ga! Is this brandy?”
Surprise and amusement warred on the two faces above me. Amusement won out. The man smiled. White teeth; perfectly straight. Again, I wondered if I had died. Been awarded the leading rusher of the Angel front line as my official greeter.
“I assure you it’s medicinal.” He chuckled. “I have to assure you of that; otherwise the Prohibitionists will come in and flog us with their temperance signs. And yes, it’s brandy.”
He put his hand behind my back and helped me sit up, all the while encouraging me to take another sip. I pushed his hand away. “Brandy. Damn. That’s probably what got me into this mess in the first place.”
The blonde shook her head. “If you’re drunk, kiddo, you’re in big trouble. Ned Wayburn won’t even bother to audition you. The rule around here is what you do on your own time is your own business. At the theatre? Sober, sober and more sober. Besides, the Prohibition gals really were here last night screaming that we can’t open the Midnight Frolic ‘cause we’re still serving hooch. They’re threatening to close the place down and put us all out of work.”
I shook my own head, then instantly wished I hadn’t. “I’m not drunk. It’s just that I hadn’t eaten today, then a friend gave me some tea after a – uh- bad experience, and must have put some brandy in it. I drank it too fast, that’s all, before I realized what it was.”
The blonde giggled. “Sweetie, I know just what you mean. I’ve got a few ‘friends’ like that too. That damned Count did the same thing to me last night. Men. Can’t trust ‘em at all. They just want one thing and if they can’t get it while you’re sober, they’ll slip you somethin’ and get it while you’re blotto.”
Mr. Blue Eyes took the opportunity to wink at the blonde. “Thank you, Saree, for that generous vilification of the entire male gender. I can’t tell you how much I enjoy being maligned.”
Saree’s giggle became a belly laugh. “Oh, Briley, I never meant you. Why, you’re a sweetheart. A pussycat. And an honest-to-Pete gentleman who would never take advantage of a lady. Besides, men don’t turn totally rancid until they’ve hit at least thirty. You still have a couple of years.”
I barely registered any of this. Briley? I’d heard someone say that recently. Where?
When I remembered I nearly jolted out of his arms. Fiona Belle had said something about a Follies girl being in love with Briley. Not just any Follies girl. The Follies ghost haunting Apartment 413. I immediately glanced at Saree, the chorus girl who seemed so at ease with the stagehand. But Saree didn’t seem to fit the description of my ghost. That was good. I liked her.
Saree was still laughing. She winked, blew Briley a kiss then swayed seductively as she exited the dressing room. “You’re in good hands now, kiddo. I’m gonna go wander down the hall and see if Billie’s here tonight. I heard a song today she’d really like.”
I looked at her. “Billie?”
“Burke. Billie Burke? Mrs. Flo Ziegfeld? What? You gonna pretend she’s some stranger too?”
“Oh! Billie Burke! Sure. Glinda the Good Witch.”
Two faces stared with one expression of astonishment. Saree spoke first. “What are you talking about? Billie’s a sweetheart. She’s no witch.”
Oops. 1919. I was pretty sure the movie of "The Wizard of Oz" wouldn’t be made for another twenty years. I needed to blend in and not cause suspicion. One more goof like that one about Billie Burke, and these two were going to forget the brandy and nice ministering and send for men in white with straitjackets and a free one-way pass to Bellevue.
I smiled. “Sorry. I’m kind of mumbling. I meant to say she’s so good I wish I could be like her.”
I patted the dog until his ears shook, and unsuccessfully tried to hide my face in his soft fur. Saree nodded at me from the middle of the doorway.
“Kiddo, I’m beginning to believe you really did crack your head. You’re not making any sense at all. Briley. I leave her to you. If you can get her to sound like a normal person, up and walking, shove her on stage in few minutes. Being that tall and with all that red hair she could probably sub for Jessie Reed. Say, what’s your name, sweetie?”
“It’s Melody. Melody Flynn.”
Saree beamed at me. “Great name for a chorus girl. Melody. That’s swell. Raggin’ us on. But you’re peachy! See ya onstage.”
She left. I looked up at the man - Briley - who was preventing me from toppling over. Black, curly hair that needed trimming topped a thin face and those intense blue eyes. His nose was straight, his chin slightly pointed, his cheekbones a bit too pronounced. Dark circles ridged under his eyes as though he hadn’t slept for days. A glint of interest appeared in those blue eyes then he stiffened.
“Seen enough?”
I blushed.
Briley let me go none too gently then repositioned himself across the room. He was taller than I, perhaps close to six-five. A tattered white shirt, opened at the neck, and brown worn work trousers, hinted of his status as stagehand at the New Amsterdam Theatre.
He pulled a chair out; sat. “All right, Melody Flynn. You’re no more drunk than I am and I didn’t see any bumps on your head to indicate a major fall. Your color is too good to have just gotten over pleurisy. Is Saree right in assuming that someone in the cast put you up to fainting and creating this fantasy tale about a lapse of memory?”
I held up my hand for him to stop. “Hey. I did faint. And I haven’t a clue about what’s goin’ on either. Believe me.”
His expression hardened. I caught a glimpse of how tough he could be when provoked. His next words were spoken with a definite edge. “Are you the latest in the line of Steve Clow’s spies? If that’s the truth, you can turn around and leave now. Everyone at this theatre is sick of his trash. The man ruins lives.”
How could I tell him I thought I’d just dropped through some sort of time portal courtesy of an antique doll that played Irving Berlin, some sheet music –– and a crazy diminutive witch? How could I say that it was now the 21st Century but that even in that ‘advanced’ age, time travel was not exactly a daily occurrence and getting back was dicey and dodgy? I wondered for a second what would happen if I rewound the music box right there in the dressing room. Would I disappear? Would I end up back in my apartment? Or in Irving Berlin’s apartment? Or someplace with people less kind? I had no desire to test out any theory that might place me in a worse situation. I suddenly missed Savanna. She can be crazy and wild but she's also Ms. Logic. She’d be able to figure out what the hell was happening. And stop it.
I smiled what I hoped would be proved a disarming smile. “Hold up there. Tell me, please, who’s Steve Clow? I’ve never heard of him.”
He snarled, “Well played. Unfortunately, it’s hard to believe you when there’s not a soul in Manhattan who isn’t well aware that Steve Clow is the not-so-esteemed publisher of Broadway Brevities, the nastiest scandal rag this side of the Hudson. He’s printed more dirt on the Follies than is in a graveyard. Don’t pretend innocence and don’t avoid the subject. Exactly who are you, where did you come from, and what are you doing here?”
I glared as defiantly as I was able up at him. “Well, excuse me, but just who are you to ask me anything? For what it’s worth I, uh, I came up here from . . . Memphis, Tennessee and I got, uh, mugged, and I don’t see where it’s any business of yours. What are you anyway? Some pervert wanderin’ through the women’s dressing rooms hopin’ to get lucky?”
A rich laugh followed this decidedly feeble-witted bluff.
“My name is Briley McShan. I’m a stagehand-electrician here. I try to avoid the women’s dressing rooms because the ladies who inhabit them are usually lunatics. But when Saree raced up asking me to check on an ailing girl, I came. Saree’s got one very big heart. She was quite worried that something was wrong with you.” He surveyed me with more than a passing glance. “Obviously she was right.”
“Oh, thanks very much. I appreciate your comment more than I can say.”
His expression changed to a thoroughly wicked grin. “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with your looks.” He paused, took a breath then hurried on as a slight flush crossed his face. “It’s the fact of you that’s wrong. You don’t seem to belong here. Whether you’re just a practical joker or a spy I haven’t yet decided. But there’s something not right about you.”
I smiled. “So, Briley McShan. Stagehand and electrician. Who’s the dog belong to?”
“Nice dodge, Melody Flynn.”
I kept smiling. My face hurt.
He shrugged. “All right. Let me introduce you to Sir Duffy Gordon. D.G. for short. He was originally a present to Flo and Billie from Lucille, the English designer. Heard of her? Lady Duff-Gordon. Flo brought him to work one day right after they got him and the pup kept following me and ignoring everyone else. The Ziegfelds already have about five dogs and rabbits and sheep and raccoons and rabbits, so they gave him to me. He’s barely six months old, but he’s good company, the cast loves him, and he’s normally a superb guard dog for backstage. How you got in without his howling is amazing. You must have a way with animals. Now... Who.... Are... You?”
His patience was at an end.
I looked into his eyes. Could I tell him I thought I’d time-traveled without fear of immediate commitment to a lunatic asylum? I opened my mouth to start an explanation but what came out instead was, “I’ve got a dog named after Lucille, too. Really. I mean, she’s Lucy for short and she is short. A miniature Border Collie. She’d love Duffy. Probably herd him through the theatre, then wrestle him to the floor for playtime.”
Briley bit his lip. “I’m supposed to trust you because you like dogs?”
He hadn’t softened even with the mention of the sweetest dog in any era. So much for trying to explain my situation.
Fortunately Saree came racing into the dressing room, shrieking in an attempt to be a soprano. “Melody! They’re definitely looking for understudies. I told them about this funny tall redhead who just dropped in. If you get out there now you really have a chance of being hired. Please, please hurry.”
I jumped up. I was still a tad woozy, but this could not only get out of explanations but possibly land me a job. I was bonkers. Looney tunes. A wannabe-costume designer from the Twenty-first Century thinking I could become a Follies girl. But, if I didn’t make it as a real live Ziegfeld chorine, maybe they’d let me work in wardrobe as a seamstress? If I couldn’t get myself back, some kind of security in 1919 was needed so I didn’t end up roaming the streets singing Elvis tunes, begging for quarters, sleeping in doorways and hunting for small witches. Then again, maybe I could get in good with Billie Burke and ask her to do her Glinda bit and send me home. Did granny boots work like ruby slippers?
I have to admit I was also thrilled with the idea of getting the chance to audition for the Ziegfeld Follies. I looked at Saree, a bit puzzled by her instant acceptance of this slightly looney stranger who’d literally fallen into her dressing room.
“Why are you trying to help me?”
Saree snorted. “Partly because if you don’t get this job, they’ll probably give it to Eloise Jenkins. Since Dolores isn’t it the show this year, Flo is desperate to find someone tall, preferably to sub for Jesse. Eloise is tall - though not as tall as you. But I don’t like Eloise Jenkins. Nobody likes Eloise Jenkins. She’s a snob. And she’s not funny. You’re funny.”
“Thanks, Saree. For everything. I’ll go right now. I do need this job.”
I quickly tucked the doll and the sheet music back into my bag then waved gaily at Briley as I trotted after Saree. I was lucky he hadn’t just called security and had me hauled off the premises. If there was security other than Duffy. D. G. The wannabe guard-pup wagged his tail and grinned.
At least the dog liked me.
Briley followed me as far as the wings just off stage right. I turned and waved. I knew darn well he didn’t believe my story about being mugged. I stood on stage with the other girls, but could still hear his voice. He hadn’t bothered to decrease his volume even though he was addressing the dog.
“Duffy. Sit. Let’s watch this audition and see whether Melody Flynn can even dance a step. If she falls on her face, that’ll prove I’m right.”
Right about what he didn’t specify.
I glanced out into the darkened theatre and nearly fainted again. A man I recognized from historical photographs as Flo Ziegfeld sat in the first row of the orchestra seats. A large man wearing dark-rimmed glasses came onstage and introduced himself as Ned Wayburn, the dance director. But I wasn’t given time to hyperventilate over the fact I was sharing space with two of the greatest talents in Twentieth Century theatre. Wayburn corralled the seven chorus hopefuls and began putting us through a rigorous audition process.
I was in the second group, waiting for Mr. Wayburn’s instructions. Close to the side of the stage nearest Briley McShan. I saw a petite brunette approach the handsome stagehand. I could hear every word being said.
“Briley, Allo.”
“Denise. How are you feeling today?”
“Tres bon. I believe I am over zee ailment. And Nevin was not ill. He is in the costume shop helping Maureen with the iron. I must return before he sets theater on fire. Mais, mes amis, why do you watch the new demoiselles? You never do, non?”
He took the lady’s arm and positioned her so she could see me. I was performing single pirouettes. He raised his voice enough to where doubtless every girl on stage heard every word.
“See the girl with the red hair? Saree found her in the dressing room, passed out. Perhaps Steve Clow decided he couldn’t get inside dope on the Follies without having a dancer in the cast. Izzy isn’t enough. So he sent in a girl he knew Flo couldn’t resist. She’s different. Tall. With those eyes. And that smile.”
Denise responded in much softer tones. I had to strain to catch what she was saying while completing my fourth spin in a row without falling over. “She ees that, oui? But Ziegfeld does not care about the eyes of les girls. Or smiles. No one sees those so good onstage. But Briley sees them. I do think Monsieur Ziegfeld will be tres interessment. Along with Monsieur McShan.”
Briley actually hissed. “She doesn’t interest me. I just don’t want anyone else around here to be hurt by Clow, if she is a spy. But you’re right about her and Mr. Ziegfeld. I’m sure he’ll be more than intrigued. He loves tall redheads.”
“Trust to Monsieur Ziegfeld, non? And I go back to the costume shop and see if Nevin has put holes into chiffon gowns. We shall talk again, n’est pas?”
The brunette laughed, then walked towards the backstage work area.
I quickly focused on the dance director. Ned Wayburn was motioning for us all to parade down the staircase. I knew what he wanted to see. The Follies walk. That glide with pelvis forward, toes pointed, head high. Elegant and sexy at the same time. I’d seen a show about Irving Berlin and the Ziegfeld Follies on TV two months ago. I’d admired that walk. Now I had to emulate it.
I glanced at Briley as I waited my turn at the top of the stairs and prayed to all theatrical gods that I wouldn’t take a header and land in Florenz Ziegfeld’s lap, or dive headfirst, spin right, then land in a heap by Briley’s feet. Or on them.
I sashayed down the steps and made it to the bottom without mishap. I had no idea whether I’d given a good imitation of a gorgeous Follies chorine or the scarecrow in "The Wizard of Oz" first time off the pole. I could hear applause coming from the wings. Briley and Saree were standing together. Had to be Saree clapping.
“You!”
The sound came from the darkened theatre house. Several girls gasped. I glanced at the attractive blonde beside me. “What is it? What’s happening?”
She poked me in my ribs. “Not what - who.”
“You mean?”
“Yep. The great man himself. I wonder who managed to catch the All-Seeing eye.”
Ned Wayburn pointed at me. I gulped.
“You.”
“Uh, me? Huh?” (Oh great. That sounded lovely and intelligent.)
“Name.”
“Melody Flynn.”
“Thank you. Miss Flynn. Mr. Ziegfeld is interested. But we’re a mite confused. Your steps are fine, your posture is fine, your looks are fine, but your clothes are - odd.”
The other girls were decked out in shorter skirts and tops suitable for rehearsals circa 1919. I was still in my black gaucho pants and granny boots. All I needed was a pith helmet to finish off the look of a Nineteenth Century archeologist excavating Egyptian mummy sites.
I upped my Memphis accent. “Oh. Well. Ah just arrived from Tennessee, y’all, and ma things were stolen at Grand Central Station, and all ah had left were these –um- ridin’ clothes.”
A girl about four inches shorter than I, with dark crimped chestnut hair, snorted audibly through her absurdly tiny snubbed nose. “I’ve never seen riding clothes like that in my life and I’ve ridden all over the Eastern Seaboard.”
“Yeah, Eloise, but that’s on men, not horses! Though some of your beaus have been jackasses!”
That last voice had been Saree’s, who was standing behind Briley, yelling at Eloise. The other girls giggled. I glanced over into the wings. Briley raised an eyebrow - at me.
Eloise threw Saree a murderous look then continued the attack. “Mr. Wayburn, if this girl doesn’t have the proper clothes, she shouldn’t be allowed to audition. Ziegfeld Girls pride themselves on looking fashionable. She looks like a tramp. Even her hair is all over the place. It’s disrespectful.”
The gorgeous blonde who’d been standing next to me joined the chorus of my defenders started by Saree. “Pardon me, Eloise, but I got robbed at Grand Central two years ago. I went everywhere around New York for three days wearing a traveling suit. That included auditions and a very swanky party at the Ritz. It was embarrassing. Give the girl a break.”
“You don’t care, Mary, because you have a husband who provides for you. Some people need this job.”
“And some people need the job so they can meet rich men, don’t they, Eloise? You better shut up out there! You’re just jealous ‘cause Melody is better than you’ll ever be!”
The last was again from Saree, hooting from the wings. Briley nudged her to be silent. Mr. Wayburn waved at Saree from his place near the orchestra pit in an attempt to shush her.
“Ladies! Enough. I didn’t mean to start a riot. Miss Flynn? We’ll see what we can do about finding you some decent clothes. Now, all of you. Behave, while I talk to Mr. Ziegfeld about who will understudy whom.”
Mr. Wayburn gestured for us to sit in the first row of chairs on the stage then he headed straight for the second row in the orchestra seats towards the man waiting in the dark.
The pair talked for a good twenty minutes. I tried not to focus on the fact that Ned Wayburn, one of the first choreographers in musical theatre, and Flo Ziegfeld, an impresario whose very name conjured up visions of lavish productions with beautiful showgirls were discussing me. Melody Irina Flynn, four years ago from Memphis, Tennessee, three weeks ago from a ridiculously crowded apartment on Jane Street, and very briefly and recently from East 12th Street - and the Twenty-First Century.
Saree waved at me then clutched Briley’s arm. Her voice floated across the stage. “Yeah, yeah. I’m butting in. I don’t care. I like her.”
Briley did not bother lowering his volume either. I could hear every word. “Saree. Do I have to remind you about the last article Clow printed about you? He called the Count every name under the sun and said he’d been a black marketeer during the war and called you a two-bit –– uh –– well anyway, I should think you’d be a little more wary of strangers backstage.”
“Melody is no stranger. I like her. I have this feeling about her. What’s meant to happen will happen. She’s going to get in, and I, for one, am saying that’s swell.”
She waved at me and yelled across the stage, “Mel! I’m rooting for you!”
Briley gave up trying to argue with the exuberant blonde. I wanted to run to the wings and hug her. I looked into the theatre house. The two men were still talking. I was more than anxious waiting to hear whether I was really going to be hired. I’d been thrown back over ninety years through time. I was really, really scared. Yet I could soon end up on the stage of the New Amsterdam Theatre performing in the Ziegfeld Follies.
Finally Ned Wayburn came back up the stairs. He strode to the middle of the stage.
“Mary De Luca. Melody Flynn. Please be here tomorrow at eight-thirty for costume measurements and dress rehearsal. You will each be given specific understudy duties and will also fill in during the Prohibition scene and the staircase number. Again, everyone, I apologize for having such a late audition, but it was necessary. Thank you for attending.”
I was in! A real Follies Girl! The other girls left. I stood alone, looking like a lost sheep. I had no idea what to do next or where to go.
Saree and Briley emerged from the wings. Saree hugged me like we’d been friends for years. She reminded me of Savanna with her humor and ability to let her emotions show without fear of the consequences. I missed my best friend terribly but was thrilled that this chorus girl seemed to want to fill in for her.
Saree’s grin lit the stage. “I knew you could do it. Where did you learn to dance like that? You picked up those steps so fast I thought Ned would ask you to teach everyone else.”
I answered, “Been taking classes down in Memphis since I was four.”
Briley handed me my Elvis carryall. “By the way, you left this in the dressing room. I knew it was yours because no one else would carry such a ridiculous piece of luggage. Perhaps that’s why your imaginary thief didn’t steal it?”
I silently took the bag, grateful he hadn’t peeked in and seen some of the wonders of the next century, like my ATM card with the dates clearly printed as to start and expiration. And my new cell with the nine-gazillion apps. I wondered if roaming charges could be levied due to time travel?
Briley continued his little speech. “So, you’re in the show. Congratulations. And just what report will you give Steve Clow concerning today’s audition? That jealousy exists? Perhaps you can spice it up in the usual Brevities fashion. Lie. Say that hair-pulling and eye-scratching were part of the day’s events as well.”
I marched up to Briley until I was inches from his face. For once I was glad I was six feet tall. I needed my height to feel less intimidated by him.
“Look, McShan. You obviously have one major thick skull. Let me emphasize this. I never even heard of Mr. Clow until you mentioned his name. And I don’t report my activities to anyone. Now, get off my case.”
An expression of confusion crossed Briley’s face. “Case? What case? Since you supposedly were robbed, I don’t see any luggage except for this absurd looking purse with some man’s picture painted on it. Which I’m in no way sitting on.”
“Lorda mercy, it’s just an expression! From down south. It means 'quit botherin’ me about stupid stuff.' And that’s not ‘some man’. That’s Elvis!”
“Who in tarnation is Elvis? Some crazy friend of yours?”
“Elvis is the best singer of the 20th century.”
Saree intervened before a full-scale war erupted between the stagehand and me.
“Stop it, you two. Briley, I believe Melody when she says she’s not working for Clow. Now, the girl’s just been through a very long audition and she looked kind of sick earlier. She needs some food and some rest.”
Briley nodded. “I agree with the food and rest. That faint was no fake.”
I wrinkled my nose at him in an admittedly childish gesture. But he was being aggravating, suspicious, and totally inhospitable. He and I stared at each like cats engaged in a hissing battle. Again, Saree intervened. “Mel?”
“Yeah?”
“Where are you staying? Do you have a room?”
I went pale. “Actually, no. I thought I’d be able to just wing it when I arrived. Dumb.”
Briley was shaking his head. He looked as though he was about to start cross-examining me again when Saree took charge. “Perfect. I have a friend who just left for Atlantic City for a job at the Savoy. Her room’s available. She told me she’d love to have someone stay there while she’s gone so it’ll be waiting for her when she gets back. She even left a lot of clothes and she’s a doll - she wouldn’t mind if you borrowed some. She’s not quite as tall as you – who is? But they’ll probably fit you anyway. Briley?”
“Yes, Miss-Butting-Into-Other-People’s-Business?”
She stuck her tongue out at him. “I have to go. I have a date. Could you take Melody to Bettina Markams’s place? Remember where? We picked Bette up there for The Count’s last party.” She swept on without awaiting Briley’s response. “Mel. See you tomorrow. Now go and get some sleep. Flo’s reputation for very long rehearsals is true. I’m sure tomorrow’s will be a killer. ‘Specially since he’s adding you and that other girl in. Sorry I can’t stay and help. Bye-dee-bye.”
Saree took off in a flurry of waves and air kisses. Briley and I were left alone in the wings. I took a deep breath and faced him with a too-bright smile on my face.
“So, where is this apartment?”
“Near Washington Square Park.”
“I live there! I mean, I’ve dreamed of living there.”
Briley was quick to respond to this comment. “No. You said live there and you meant exactly that. Just when did you arrive?”
I smiled sweetly. “I told you. Today - not long before I got backstage.”
Briley scowled. “Why is it I have trouble believing you? If you are in some kind of trouble, everyone in this company will eventually be involved. Please tell me.”
I stiffened. “I’m not in any kind of trouble. Now, I’m ready to see this apartment. How do we get there?”
For a moment I thought Briley would continue to quiz me but he simply answered, “Subway train or streetcar.”
“Streetcar? Neat.” I frowned. “Oh crap. I mean, oh my. I just realized I have a serious problem. I don’t have any money. How am I going to pay for the room? Think a landlord would give me credit until my first paycheck from Mr. Ziegfeld?”
Briley’s left eyebrow lifted. “I must be wrong. You can’t be a spy. No one is that inept. The day a landlord takes credit in Manhattan is the day a rocket flies to the moon. Since you’re now part of the Ziegfeld family, I’ll pay for the room. Anyone with as many problems as you seem to have obviously doesn’t need to be wandering the streets.”
I looked up at him. He was suddenly being so nice I almost told him rockets flying to the moon were no biggie any more. “Thank you. I’ll pay you back, I promise.”
“Don’t worry about it I’m not such a cad that I would bother a lady for a few dollars of her hard-earned pay. Consider this a gift.”
I felt horrible. Briley didn’t like me and now was offering charity. So, naturally I got pissy. “No, thank you. I’m not such a gold-digger that I would take money from a man I don’t know. Or from one I do know, for that matter. What do you think I am?”
Briley looked deeply into my eyes. “Good question, Miss Flynn.”
“If we’re going to constantly argue, could you at least call me Melody or Mel?”
He paused then smiled. My pulse quickened.
“I imagine that wouldn’t kill me. Call me Briley.
He held out his arm for me to take then whistled. Duffy scampered out from the darkness backstage.
“Come on D.G. And Melody. Manhattan awaits.”
He deliberately gave the dog first billing. I suppose he wanted me to realize that I was just an afterthought and continue to be annoyed with him. Fine. Better that way. He could simply escort me to the rooming house and neither of us would concern ourselves about the other again.
A thought that hurt - a lot.
I didn’t miss a step as we rounded the corner of E. 12th St. even when Briley motioned to the building and escorted me up the front stoop. Duffy ran on ahead, barking, tail wagging maniacally. I knew this brownstone quite well. It was old, gothic in architectural design, and remarkably unchanged from four o’clock this morning, when I’d drunk tea with Fiona Belle Donovan Winthorp on the third floor.
Instead of a tiny lobby, with fifteen or so mailboxes, a creaky elevator, and a large radiator pressed into the wall, the 1919 version seemed more like a small hotel. There was even a front desk counter with a ledger thingee on it. Behind the desk stood an extremely short lady with intense black eyes and dyed black hair. Knitting needles were stuck into the middle of the bun made of her hair. They were perilously close to falling out, as was the bun. She was dressed in black, except for a white apron around her round middle. Stains that must have come from a pot of spaghetti created bright splashes of artwork all over the apron. She grinned at Briley and me with the whitest, prettiest teeth this side of a Crest commercial. She waved chubby fingers in the air toward Briley and me. She was a dead ringer for Fiona Belle Donovan Winthorp.
“Well, Faith and Mr. Muldoon! Just look at ya, there. You’re a tall one. Red hair - a good Irish lass. Come about Bettina’s room? ‘a course ya did. And ya brought along such a fine-looking laddie. I’ve met ya before, haven’t I? And what a darlin’ puppy.”
Briley gifted the lady with a genuine smile. I stood there with my mouth hanging open.
She turned to me. “Don’t gawk, girl. It’s not pretty.”
Déjà vu all over again. Fiona Belle’s exact words at four a.m.
Briley made the formal introductions. “Hello, Mrs. Donovan. I’m Briley McShan. I was here about a month ago with Saree Goldman. Do you remember? She’s a good friend of Bettina Markham. She sent me with Miss Flynn today to ask whether she could stay in Bette’s room while she’s in Atlantic City. Melody doesn’t have a place to live yet and is very new to New York.”
“But a’ course, darlin’.”
The Irish lilt in her voice was growing thicker with every phrase. She’d be performing selections from Riverdance soon. That lilt had been non-existent hours ago. A century ago.
“Sure as yer born, lad, I remember Saree. Fine lass. I’m so thrilled that this puir charmin’ dear will have a place to stay in the city. T’will help Bettina with the rent money. Faith, she was goin’ to pay me while she was gone so she wouldna lose the room. I was feelin’ terrible for her. What did ya say yer name was, darlin’?”
“Melody Flynn, Mrs. Uh, Donovan.” How in holy relativity had the old witch landed in 1919? Or perhaps she’d never left. Perhaps I’d been caught in a time warp since first knocking on the door of Apartment 314 this morning.
I tried a bit of irony. “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m so grateful for having the chance to live here. It’s already home to me. And it’s like I met you - about a hundred years ago.”
She shook my hand so fiercely I worried about breaking my wrist then she thrust a pen at me and asked me to sign the register. I dipped the darn thing into the inkwell, hoping I wouldn’t leave giant Rohrshock splotches all over the page.
Briley was quietly explaining the circumstances of my recent arrival as he knew it, including my lie about the mugging incident and the fact that I was now duly employed at the New Amsterdam Theater for the run of the 13th Edition Ziegfeld Follies. I almost told him not to bother. Mrs. Donovan doubtless already knew since she’d engineered my travel arrangements to this time period.
Briley paid for the room while Mrs. Donovan dug under the counter for a key. Duffy ran around in circles through the lobby, sniffing plants and pawing tall cigarette stands.
“Okey dokey. I’ll show ya to yer room now. Ya come too, Briley. Bring the pup. I dearly do love dogs.”
True. She’d dognapped mine just this morning. I hoped her clone, time-traveling buddy or broomstick-riding self was taking care of Lucy in the future. I missed my dog. A lot. As that thought crossed my mind, Mrs. Donovan closed the elevator door, turned and winked at me. At least, it looked like a wink. Could be she had dirt in her eye. I decided not to respond in case it was the latter. Maybe this was Fiona Belle’s grandmother from Kilkarney County or something and she honestly knew nothing about my true circumstances.
The minute our quartet stepped out of the elevator I turned to the left without a break in stride. Even the room number was same. #413.
Mrs. Donovan gave me the key and wished me well, then whirled around and was gone almost before I could say thank you. I guessed she wasn’t concerned about the propriety of having Briley in my room. A Briley who looked extremely uncomfortable finding himself alone in what was essentially a bedroom with Melody Flynn, future girl.
He held out his hand to shake mine. I took that as an obvious goodbye.
“Well. Melody. This looks nice. Well. So I suppose I’ll see you at rehearsal tomorrow? Remember you need to go early for your costume fittings.”
“Yes, I remember. Thanks for everything you’ve done, Briley. I appreciate it.”
I reached down and gave Duffy a big hug. Two paws gripped my shoulders while a tongue lovingly slimed my face. Briley tried to pull the dog away, but it was taking some work.
“Melody, I almost forgot. Here’s some money for transportation and for food. Should last for a week or so, until the theatre pays you. If you need more, just ask me tomorrow.”
I grimly took the coins, hating feeling beholden to anyone, much less someone who didn’t trust me and probably didn’t even like me.
“Thanks.”
I turned away. I wanted to cry. The day had caught up with me. But I needed to cry alone.
“Melody?”
“Yes?”
He stopped for a second then said, “Nothing. I’ll see you at the theatre tomorrow?”
He started to leave, then turned back around. Duffy sat with his head tilted and ears cocked, listening to every word uttered by both his master and his new friend.
“Look, are you going to be okay here? You’re really a stranger here and you weren’t exactly hale, hearty and raring to go when you rather magically appeared backstage.”
What was this? Concern?
“I’ll be fine. Really. I’ve had a good meal now thanks to you (we’d eaten at a diner on the way to the rooming house) and Mrs. Donovan seems more than capable of helping in an emergency. I’m not going to faint again, so don’t worry.”
“Well. Good. Swell. Well, I, uh, guess I’d better get going.”
“Okay. Bye.”
I extended my hand. He was being nice. Too nice. I wanted to keep him in that state, but was afraid if he lingered I’d say or do something incredibly stupid and make him again question who I was and where I came from. I didn’t want a repeat of the spy accusations.
He touched my hand once, then quickly turned away. Duffy gave me another doggie slime-kiss then trotted behind Briley.
I glanced around the room. My apartment. A brass bed had been shoved in the corner where I normally keep my drawing board. There was a huge white comforter neatly folded at the end of the bed for use if the night turned chilly. A lamp with a sturdy black base and faded yellow shade was perched on top of an ugly, but useful brown lacquered table. I’d been told there was a community bath I could share with five other girls from the fourth floor. The community pay phone was next to the bathroom as well. No private phone in the room. Not that I had anyone to call in 1919 anyway. Reaching out and touching extended only so far.
I began to cry. I’d held up okay so far but the fear I’d been shoving back was coming out like a geyser. My dad was in Memphis and he had a tendency to call once a week. How could I send word I was alive and well but in another time? I’d never felt so alone as I had in that moment. I sobbed until I’d used up the entire travel pack of tissues I always kept stuffed into my Elvis bag, then literally lifted my chin and stiffened my lip. Enough self-pity for one day. I continued the tour.
The window seat was in the same place. The Chinese take-out joint wasn’t visible, but since it probably wouldn’t exist for at least sixty years or more, I didn’t expect any signs announcing the Kung Pao special. I spotted a bookstore down near the end of the block and knew it now stood where nearly a century later Manny’s, a retro coffee bar, would serve lattes and cappuccinos to chic New Yorkers. Manny’s was where Savanna and I were supposed to meet for brunch Sunday.
There was one lone poster on the wall tempting the viewer to come to Atlantic City and behold the wonders of the Million Dollar Pier, which boasted a troupe called the Dancing Dolls. The date was 1910. I immediately fell in love with it. I wondered if there was a way I could transport it to the future. If I could give it to Savanna as a Christmas present next year, she’d probably even lend me the white cashmere sweater I’d coveted for months. Savanna adored campy old things. The poster - heck, the whole room - definitely qualified. I wished she were sharing this time-travel adventure with me. Savanna would be loving every minute. She’d have Flo Ziegfeld firmly wrapped around her little finger on first meeting. Doubtless Briley McShan as well.
The only other object of interest in #413 was an upright piano that had obviously seen better years. I wandered over, sat down on the stool, and picked out a G chord. I pulled out the sheet music of "A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody" from my bag. In the corner, at the top, still clearly visible, was the cranberry stain from this morning’s breakfast with Fiona Belle Donovan Winthorp.
Dress rehearsal. I was terrified. Everyone was terrified.
I had more right to be terrified. The other girls hadn’t traveled through time two days ago. They weren’t trying to learn the customs of an era as well as seven dance routines in two days. Then I didn’t have time to be terrified, because I was busy practicing steps offstage in the wings. I was gliding down the stairs. I was in the wings with a terrified Mary De Luca trying to figure out what we were supposed to be doing in each number in case some Follies dancer disappeared and one or the other of us were thrown in to sub. I was onstage in the Prohibition number trying to learn how to do a shimmy.
Nine hours later, Wayburn and Ziegfeld called time out for dinner. I hauled it toward the dressing room.
Florenz Ziegfeld and a small man with dark hair were standing in the wings, talking. I had to screech to a halt to avoid crashing into them.
Flo sounded tense. “I’d love one really brilliant number for that moment when the girls come gliding down that staircase. I need something there. A solo for John Steele. Something lovely but catchy.”
I tried to sneak past without interrupting. I was not successful. Flo Ziegfeld was many things. Brilliant, flirtatious, demanding, talented and temperamental. But always polite- especially to his chorines.
“It’s Melody, isn’t it? The new understudy?”
I nodded, awed and amazed that the great man knew my name.
“Yes, sir.” I responded.
“Skip the sir, dear, it’s Flo. Melody, I’d like you to meet Mr. Irving Berlin, one of the composers for this year’s Follies. He wrote the 'You’d be Surprised' number that Eddie Cantor sings so well. Irving, this is Melody –– I’m so sorry, young lady, I don’t recall your last name.”
“Flynn. Melody Flynn.”
I could barely gasp out my name. Shaking my hand was one of America’s greatest songwriters ever. Irving Berlin. 'One of the composers for this year.' Oh-kay.
Berlin smiled at me. I tried not to look stupid.
“Pleasure to meet you, Miss Flynn. Melody.”
Ziegfeld smiled broadly. “Melody is quite new to the company. She dropped in for an understudies call and I was immediately taken with her. Ned and I threw her into rehearsals so quickly I’m sure her head is spinning as fast as her feet.” He patted my hand. “You’ve been doing a very nice job. Now, don’t let it scare you if we go into overtime rehearsing. I’ve been known to torment my players with extremely long sessions. You simply need to rest whenever you have a chance.”
“Thanks, Mr. Ziegfeld. Uh, Flo. Very nice meeting you, Mr. Berlin. I love your music.”
“Thank you, Melody. I appreciate your saying so.”
I literally staggered down towards the dressing room I was sharing with Saree and nine others. Behind me, I could hear Ziegfeld and Irving Berlin still talking.
“Pretty girl, isn’t she, Irving?’
“Indeed. Pretty name as well. Let me get on that staircase number, Flo. I’ll have something ready for you as soon as I can.”
I was so stunned getting to meet Irving Berlin that I was barely watching where I was going. Suddenly, a flying object flung itself across my legs and nearly tumbled me to the floor in a tackle worthy of a pro linebacker. My Elvis bag, now carrying dance shoes as well as my worldly goods from the future, hit the floor sending sheet music, make-up, cell and wallet in all directions. I looked down, prepared to battle.
“Allo, Mel-oh-dee.”
The toddler clinging to me clearly wanted to be picked up. I did so. A second later I heard a voice calling in a strong French accent, “Nevin! Nevin Michel Dupre. Ou est tu, ma petit?”
The young woman scurrying down the hall was obviously looking for the scamp who should have been given a fifteen-yard penalty for clipping.
“Je reviens, Mademoiselle!. Nevin was helping me put ze costumes away. I look up. He is disappeared. Quite precocious, non?”
Briley appeared like some phantom on her last words. “Melody. I’d like you to meet Denise Dupre and her son Nevin. From France.”
He spoke with such affection and respect in his voice I had to ignore a twinge of jealousy. This was the woman I’d seen him talking with in the wings during my audition the day before.
Denise Dupre was a very attractive brunette in her mid- twenties. Her hair was stylishly bobbed and curly, her brown eyes heavily but naturally lashed, and her tiny figure encased in a no frills shirtwaist black dress. I recognized the style. Non-existent. Every wardrobe mistress since Year One has worn that get-up. Her son Nevin was a male miniature of his mom, but where Denise’s eyes hinted at sadness, Nevin’s sparkled with mischief and amused perception of his surroundings.
Denise shook my hand. “Allo, Melody. Nice to meet you. I see you during auditions and I want to tell you I admire those trousers. C’est tres chic, non? I ‘ave seen some of the women in Paris in similar fashion.”
“Hi, Mrs. Dupre. Nice to meet you too. And thanks for the compliment. Everyone I’ve run into here seems to think my pants are just weird. Trust someone dealing with costumes to spot a new look and approve. Speaking of which, I like your hair bob.”
“Merci, beaucoup.”
I smiled at her. “How long have y’all been in New York?”
“Six months. We have been most fortunate. Briley has found for me the post as wardrobe mistress here at zee Follies. Eet is tres bon.”
Briley was smiling with sincere fondness at the pair. “As well as being an excellent seamstress, Denise happens to also be a superb chef. In fact, she’s helping with the party Lloyd and Lili Ellingsford are throwing tonight. She makes a mean veal dish I can’t pronounce and a mousse de chocolate that haunts one’s dreams.”
I couldn’t help wonder if this gorgeous woman would end up as my ghost. She definitely qualified as exotic looking. I hoped not. My ghost had exhibited signs of terror I wouldn’t wish on anyone. I liked Denise and her little boy. Good news - she wasn’t a Follies chorine and Fiona Belle seemed pretty adamant about that little detail so I felt a sudden assurance that she was not the lady haunting Apartment 413.
I grinned. “I can whip up a peach cobbler and fry a chicken, but other than that, I’m a failure in the kitchen.”
A snort from Briley. “Not surprised. Excuse me, ladies, I need a break and I'm taking it now."
Denise smiled at me as we watched Briley’s tall form stalk towards the exit, then she tried to pull her child away. He seemed permanently attached to my leg.
“Let’s leave la belle Melodee to her business. Come help Maman, oui?”
The child shook his head. “Non. Wanna stay with Mel.”
Denise looked at me with desperate hope. “I am so sorree. Nevin ees a stubborn one. Especial when ee meets someone ee, how you say? Takes to?”
I smiled. I couldn’t imagine learning a new language while trying to raise a son and work backstage with a bunch of egocentric chorines. “It’s fine. I was about to go outside and rest in the alley until the next onslaught from Mr. Ziegfeld. If Nevin wants to come, I’d love the company.”
If lighted halos were given out for relieving tired mothers of their harridan-like offspring, I’d be glowing like Times Square on New Year’s Eve. Denise acted as though she was going to volunteer to be my slave for the rest of my life. As it was, she scooped up my scattered belongings and was polite enough not to ask embarrassing questions about the strange objects that had tumbled from my bag.
As I gently disengaged the little boy from my chest, placed his feet on the ground, and took him by his tiny hand, I wondered how in blazes the little urchin had known my name when he’d first come running down the hall. Nevin tugged at my hand the entire way to the alley. He’d probably grow up to marry Fiona Belle Donovan and they’d plot my life together.
Briley McShan was sitting on the back stoop sipping a cup of coffee. Nevin Dupre marched right up to him and poked a tiny finger into his broad chest.
“Briley! Licorice, si vous plait?”
Briley smiled wickedly. It was apparent he and little Dupre were well acquainted. Sure enough, a hand reached into a pocket and licorice twists magically appeared. He held them out to Nevin who crammed them into his mouth. Briley then graciously offered me half a ham and Swiss cheese sandwich. I accepted. Hours of dancing and posing make a girl hungry.
Briley pointed toward Nevin. “I see you found a friend.”
“Actually, he found me. Attached himself to me after trying to knock me down. Feisty little imp, isn’t he?”
Briley offered Nevin another licorice stick then turned to me.and grinned. “He’s a parasite, but ultimately lovable.” He moved over to give me space to sit next to him. I did.
Nevin chewed his licorice and danced over and around the various boxes that littered back stage alley. He ignored both of us.
“So, Melody. How’s rehearsal going? From a new dancer’s point of view?”
“In a word? Ouch.”
Briley laughed. “Weren’t quite ready for a Ziegfeld marathon?”
“I thought I was in shape, but when you’re holding poses forever, doing hundreds of high kicks, or parading down stairs every few minutes you realize you’re in dire need of serious training. Is Flo always like this?”
“Yep. The last show I worked for him, he had rehearsals that went on for over thirty straight hours. Chorus girls were fainting all over the stage. At least most of my work is done. Well, it was until one of the gels fell off a light last night. And today one of the instruments failed. At any rate, count your blessings. You’ve only been here today – what? Nine hours?” A twinkle appeared in his eyes. “That’s what you get for spying. You should have asked for an easier assignment.”
“What’s with this spy thing anyway? Mind you, I’m not, but if I were, what’s the big deal? A cheesy gossip rag? Who really cares?”
A shadow fell over Briley’s face, darker than an eclipse. “I kind of take things personally. My older brother was a soldier in the war. He was wounded thanks to a German spy who infiltrated the unit he was with. I was a medic and was there in the Paris hospital the day he was brought in. It was . . . horrible. The war is over but the Follies company is like my family. I don’t like Steve Clow’s attempts to destroy them. Last year he did a piece on Saree that nearly got her arrested for robbery. All lies but it didn’t matter to the police who interrogated her nightly after the shows while she choked back tears. Anyway, you’re bound to meet Izzy Rubenovitch, now Rubens, one of Clow’s reporters. We grew up in the same Brooklyn neighborhood. Izzy was a war correspondent - a good one - then he came back to America and got the job with Clow. I keep wanting to sock him in the jaw when I see him. Although, at least he doesn’t lie about his stories.”
“Well, I don’t like sneaks and spies either. Especially those who try to destroy the reputations of good people. It’s wrong.”
We both grew quiet, watching Nevin dance and bow to an imaginary crowd.
“Briley? You said you've worked before with Ziegfeld?”
He nodded. “Yeah. I want to finish college someday and I need the money so I'm saving up. I’ve done work for other theatres but Ziegfeld’s shows are the best.”
“What are you planning on majoring in? Medicine?"
I guess people had majors in the early 20th Century? I tensed.
He answered like it was nothing startling. “Not medicine. I think I saw too much blood and gore in that hospital to want to see more ever again. Besides, I'm really interested in engineering. I love building and putting things together.”
I smiled. “Which you’re doing here.”
“Hopefully civil engineering won’t be quite as crazy. I love it here but the theatrical temperament sometimes gets to be a bit too much and I long for the peace and quiet of buildings.” He paused. “If the war had continued I was going to try and join the 12th Engineers out of St. Louis.”
“Well, at least it stopped before you had to deal with all that.”
“My brother wasn’t so lucky. But that’s another story. I’m just glad it’s over and no one else is getting killed or maimed or - lost. I only pray that it really was the war to end all wars.”
No way would I tell him that another world war would devastate the earth in less than a quarter century. Or that in the 1960’s there would be young men dying in a “police action” in a tiny Asian country. That insane fanatics would later blow up buildings in this wonderful city by flying planes into them. Buildings that hadn’t been imagined in 1919 - even by Briley. That innocent people would die who hadn’t been born yet.
I stood, walked over to an overflowing trash receptacle in the alley then deposited the remains of my sandwich. My appetite was gone. I returned to the stoop and sat down.
“You said your brother was wounded?”
His face looked grim. “I lost him after the war.”
“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. What happened?”
“He was shot in the head.”
I gasped.
“It was superficial and he recovered - physically. But his memory was gone. He was sent to a hospital near Camp Gordon, Tennessee. He was there about a month when he just wandered off. No one has yet found him. I even took a train down to the Camp to see if I could locate him. I spent two months last summer searching all over Tennessee but there was no trace of his whereabouts. He’s literally lost.”
I took Briley’s hand and forced him to look at me. “Briley. If he’s physically okay, he may still be down in Tennessee. I have family there. Maybe they could help?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I doubt there’s much chance, but sure, if you want to tell them about Frank, it’s worth a try.”
“Okay.”
We lapsed into silence again. I was wondering how to extract my foot from my mouth and make him forget I just offered assistance in finding his brother. How in blazes was I to get word to my Dad or my cousins in Memphis to search for a lost World War I veteran last seen in Camp Gordon, Tennessee in 1919?”
Nevin suddenly plopped himself in my lap. “Mel-o-dee?”
“Yes, Nevin Michel?”
“Je suis Nevin. Non Michel. I am not that big now.”
I lifted my brows and tried not to laugh. “So, what do you want, petit Nevin?”
“Au-to-graph s’il vous plait?”
I laughed. Briley chuckled.
“How did you ever hear about autographs? And why would you want mine?”
“Les femmes. They write names. I’ve seen them. I like you. Tu tres jolie! Pretty!”
Briley almost fell off the step he was laughing so hard. “We have the makings of a young rake here.”
“Oh yeah! Definitely a charmer.”
Nevin started digging through my bag before I could stop him. He pulled out a pen and the sheet music for "A Pretty Girl is Like a Melody. I signed, “To Nevin, My best beau. Love, Melody. June 1919.”
You’d have thought I’d just given him an ice-cream truck of his very own. He began dancing up and down the stairs doing high kicks. I held my breath and hoped that Briley wouldn’t notice the title, composer and date of the music Nevin held in his hand. That could take some explaining. I had the evil thought that I should take it to Mr. Berlin and tell him to save his energy and get some sleep tonight, since the song was already written.
“Hot diggety! My buddy, Briley McShan and a very lovely doll. This is my lucky day!” A man emerged from the entrance of the alleyway, whistling "Alexander’s Ragtime Band" in a non-existent key.
If the fashion police had existed in 1919, this guy would have made the Most Wanted for a Felony list. His brown suit looked as though it had been fished out of the bottom of a Goodwill bin and his brown fedora reminded me of the Indiana Jones hat I’d worn until Lucy ate half of it. Curly black hair peeked out from under the hat.
He was grinning idiotically at me. I grinned back.
“Let me introduce myself. Izzy Rubens, reporter and lover of beautiful women. Especially Ziegfeld women. I keep asking Flo for discards, but he just ignores me.”
“I’m Melody Flynn. Wait. Your name sounds familiar. Reporter? Are you the infamous muckraker who so annoys Briley?”
Mr. Rubens bowed. “Guilty. You must be the new girl Briley suspected of being in cahoots with me. I like the sound of that. Care to be in cahoots with me? Or in a hammock or anywhere else on the planet?”
Briley sat stone-faced watching Izzy flirt with me.
I couldn’t help laughing. Izzy might be digging up dirt on everyone from Ziegfeld to the janitor of the New Amsterdam Theatre, but he was funny and charming in an impish way.
“Ah. A lovely laugh to go with a lovely lady.”
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