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			Dedication

			
		
    Mary Vettel passed away on September 1, 2025. You probably didn't know her. If you own any of my books, you'll find her on the "Acknowledgments" page of each. You'll find my last two novels dedicated to her as she dealt with pancreatic cancer.
Mary was my best friend over the last 17 years. We never met in person. Never even talked over the phone. Seems strange now, but I guess we just settled in as modern-day pen pals. Email seemed like our form of communication. 
We met through a site called QueryTracker, devoted to assisting writers in their pursuit of a literary agent. I was finishing up my second novel, No Happier State, at the time, and Mary asked several times to read it before I took her seriously. She grudgingly agreed to let me read her novel Death at the Drive-In (on Amazon – buy it, it's terrific!). Since then, she read everything I'd written, offering constructive criticism and suggestions, as did I with everything she sent me. We kept each other busy.
She never found her agent. I've never found my audience. But we had each other to share our frustrations and small victories. You may not know how necessary that is.
We talked about everything. We helped each other with life. It wasn't till days before her passing that we told each other how we really felt. Sometimes you don't have the luxury of time to tell someone how much you love them. I'm glad we were able to do that.
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1. JEWELL HOTEL, August 1950

[image: ]


[image: ]
-from Cautionary Tales for Children, Hilaire Belloc

§

Matty—she hated the name Matilda—had been reading in her room when her mother rushed in. “Matilda,” she said. “Run down to the bar and tell your father the hotel is on fire. I have to go warn the other tenants. I pulled the damn fire alarm. Nothing happened. I've called the fire department. I'll meet you and your father out on 5th Street. Hurry!”

This seemed important to eight-year-old Matty; her mother didn't normally allow her to enter the Flame Bar on the ground floor of the Jewell Hotel. She tucked her book—Cautionary Tales for Children by Hilaire Belloc—under her arm and hustled down the stairs to the bar.

Her father often brought Matty down to the Flame, against his wife's wishes, but shushed her as she tugged on the tail of his jacket and entreated, “Daddy, Daddy!”

“Let me finish, darling,” he said, running his hand through her dangly red curls and continuing with one of his stories. He had many stories and they dragged on forever.

“Daddy, Daddy, the hotel is on fire!”

The men listening to the story chuckled, one said, “I don't hear no siren.”

Her father paused in his telling and looked down at her. He spied the book. “Oh, I know this one,” he remarked, grabbing the book from her arm and turning back to the other men. “I read her this story last night about another girl named Matilda.” He had the book open. “Here it is. This Matilda called in a false report to the fire department to get back at her aunt, then later, when there really was a fire...” He read from the page: “'For every time she shouted 'Fire!”/ They only answered “Little Liar”/ And when her Aunt returned, Matilda, and the house, were burned.'” He closed the book. “Janey Mac, Matilda, you didn't learn one thing from this tale, did you?” he chastised his daughter.

“Little liar, little liar,” the other men chanted, laughing, as a loud crash sounded from the kitchen, its doors flew open, and the cook ran out with his chef's hat ablaze. 

“The ceiling she cave!” he cried. “Fire!”

§

“I did so learn from that darn Matilda,” Matty grumbled outside as a crowd gathered to watch the fire. It was then that she declared—to herself—that she'd never be called Matilda again. Or little liar, for that matter. Her father and his cronies stood in a circle, filling their glasses from a bottle. Not even an apology for calling me a liar, Matty thought, then spied her friend, Nicholas Miracle. Nicholas was fifty-one years old and had something wrong with him—everybody said.

The bottle being passed around would be the last drink those men ever got out of the Flame Bar. It was completely destroyed by the fire, but the rest of the hotel—except for two units directly above the kitchen and the back stairwell—were spared significant damage. The growing crowd cheered the daring rescues of folks from the upper floors using aerial ladders.

“Shix-alarm fire,” Nicholas—pudgy and round-faced—said as the spectacle wound down with several St. Paul fire engines and at least one from Minneapolis. “I try to join the fire depar'men' onshe. They wouldn' acshep' me. Too clumshy.”

Nicholas held her hand throughout the fire, as he did whenever they crossed any street—usually 5th Street, after picking her up at the Jewell to go to “work” or walking her home. Matty liked to bus tables at the Miracle Bakery in the afternoons. Nicholas liked having her do it because it was his job. The rest of the Miracles liked having her do it because Nicholas wasn't very good at his job.

Matty let go of his hand as her mother emerged from the building, looked askance at Nicholas and pulled Matty over to her father. “We got most everybody out, no thanks to you, Bert, and your ne'er-do-well friends,” Mrs. Dyrkle began. “It was really amazing. I ran up to each floor, screaming Fire until someone ran out into the hall and started hammering on doors and yelling Fire! Same on the next floor and the next, all the way up to the sixth. On the way down, the stairs were packed with people. Everybody out, everybody pitching in—except for you four.” She clapped her hands together, up and down like playing the cymbals.

Bert and the ne'er-do-wells raised their glasses in a silent toast.

§

Matty's parents called Nicholas “that Mongoloid fella” and initially forbade her from playing with him. Nicholas's mother, Brinda Miracle, had to come by one day to explain her son's autism—which had only recently been given an actual name—as well as the condition that spawned unfortunate terms like Mongolism and Mongoloid Idiocy, but was still without a suitable title. “He's sweet and gentle, though awkward socially,” Brinda began that day. “He has an occasional petit mal seizures but Matilda knows to wait them out. Mercy me, she even handled one of his grand mal seizures and handled it very well. He seems most comfortable with children. He doesn't understand money or greed or jealousy, only kindness. He's sold paintings all over town—even one to F. Scott Fitzgerald years back. He can play a song on the piano after just one listen, with no training at all. At ten or so, he found a book of Shakespeare's plays and can recite whole passages to this day. He's as popular as any man in this town, going back to his days sitting with the mayor at Saints baseball games, and has been cited on many occasions for helping the local police find criminals with his ability to sketch their faces.” She smiled as she paused; a curious smile, the upper front teeth quite prominent.

“What's the story on that Eiffel Tower painting?” Mrs. Dyrkle asked.

“Nicholas was commissioned to paint a mural for the old Boulevards of Paris nightclub and paid $5,000.” Brinda left out the part concerning gangster Kid Cann's involvement with the club. “It later became a roller rink that my daughter Maxine and her husband owned. When that was to be torn down, we brought that small section over here to the bakery.”

“Small? It takes up a whole wall.”

Brinda chuckled, absently tucking her gray hair—escaping her bun—behind her ears. “Mercy, that's not even a quarter of the whole mural. Even I find it hard to imagine Nicholas painting that whole thing.”

“Very hard to imagine...” Matty's mom let out a sigh. “But it's just not right for a little girl to have a grown man for a playmate. He's older than her father.”

Brinda didn't miss a beat. “But he's a child at heart and a lousy busboy. Matilda loves to help out and we'll be glad to pay her.” Miss Miracle paused to smile at Matty peeking around a corner. “Also, they both enjoy the matinees on Saturdays. Frankly, my other children and I are tired of going with him to the theater and watching all those cartoons and Ma and Pa Kettle and Lassie and those science fiction things. Again, we'll be glad to pay for Matilda's admission and popcorn if she'd accompany Nicholas.”

“I've got to admit, I've been asking around the neighborhood and the building, and I can't find anyone who will say one bad thing about the man. They all think it's cute that they're friends.” Mrs. Dyrkle shook her head. “Doesn't he have a wife?”

“Yes, Ei Ei, but she enjoys working. Nonstop. She's a baking machine. And that's another plus! We'll send Matilda home with a bag of pastries every day. Have you tried Ei Ei's pastries?”

“Oh, yes.” Matty's mother seemed to be softening. “Those mango cakes. And what is it ... gin thoke?”

“All you can eat!” Brinda knew she had her hooked.

“I'll have to talk it over with my husband,” Mrs. Dyrkle said as they walked to the door.

“That thoky stuff with the coconut on top and fudgy in the middle?” Mr. Dyrkle asked, mispronouncing the delicacy. “And those mango cakes? Janey Mac!”

And so, the friendship between Matty and Nicholas was allowed to continue. 

§

It was probably a good thing the Dyrkles hadn't made St. Paul their home till shortly after Matty's birth in 1942 with Bert away overseas. Till the late thirties, the Miracle Wash laundry—located down the bluff on Washington Street—shared a boundary and guilt by association with a brothel owned by one Nina Clifford.

Ei Ei had been a worker in Nina's place and Nicholas a patron every time his birthday rolled around. The two were married shortly after one such birthday and Nina—having tasted Ei Ei's pastries and cakes—set the newlywed Miracles up in a more appropriate business for her talents.

They were all orphans. From Brinda on down. Nicholas, one-time child pickpocket-turned-painter; Maxine, who found her niche in boxing as a teenager after one dishonest match as a professional wrestler; and little Zane with the amber eyes, former trick rider and jockey, now famously working in Hollywood teaching movie stars to ride horses. And Brinda—not her real name, but no one needs to find that out—adopted the unadoptable threesome, at just twenty-three herself, as leftovers from an orphan train she'd headed up that landed in St. Paul in 1911.

§

The next Saturday, they headed over to the Lyceum Theater, just a block down Wabasha, with Nicholas holding Matty's hand.

“They say thish ish shet in the nine'een sheven'ies,” Nicholas said about the feature Operation Moonbase. “Be in'ereshting to shee wha' life will be like.” He paid for their tickets. It was Matty's job to make sure Nicholas remembered to get his change. Such things weren't important to him.

“I guess we'll find out in twenty years,” Matty said as they hurried through the lobby so as not to miss the cartoons.

“You look like Huey, Dewey and Louie” Nicholas said during a Donald Duck cartoon in a whisper he could never keep low enough to call a whisper.

“Which one?”

Nicholas shook his head. “They all look the shame.”

Matty pulled out an old compact her mother had given her—mirror intact but no makeup. Her top lip did curl up and the bottom one did stick out; she could see the resemblance to a duck's bill—but, then again, she thought Donald Duck's nephews were cute. 

“Huey, Dewey and Louie don't have freckles,” she whispered while closing the compact. “Or dimples.” And they didn't look like Raggedy Ann dolls, which some kids liked to call her. She got teased a lot at school for the way she looked—they also called her Ghost because of her nearly-translucent white skin. 

Matty smiled into the mirror, that smile that always got her in trouble with her mother and teachers. They accused her of being up to something because she was always smiling, which made the smile go away. Of course, the alternative was a very sad face. All or nothing. You're not going to cry now, they'd always say.

As if on cue, a Casper the Friendly Ghost cartoon came on the screen.

The theater grew quiet as the feature's credits began to roll. “Rober' Heinlein?” Nicholas whispered, as best he could, as the screenplay credit went by. “He wro'e Shtranger in a Shtrange Lan'.” 

Matty could only shrug.

“How do they know they buil' a shpace shtashion in nine'een-sheven'y?”

Again, Matty had no answer.

“Your mom and your wife are the only women I know that work,” Matty said as they left the theater. “”Oh, and teachers.” 

“And nurshesh.” He held her hand as they hit the sidewalk.

“Do you think a woman could really be an astronaut?” Matty asked, referring to the character in Operation Moonbase.

“Maybe in nine'een-sheven'y.”

Matty mulled this over. “She outranked those men on the ship, right?”

“Yesh. She wash a colonel, they wash captainsh.”

“But they still treated her like she was a little kid.”

“She wash fool by tha' imposhter,” Nicholas began, “but she did come up wiff the idea to put the antenna on the moun'ain top.” 

“Yeah, that saved 'em!”

“I love the name Spasche Forsche. Our shpasche prog'am shoul' be call Shpasche Forsche.”

“Think we'll ever have a woman president like in the movie?” Matty asked.

Nicholas thrust his fist into the air. “Shpasche Forsche!”

§

For Matty, the streetcar ride was more fun than the ballgame as she and Nicholas attended a St. Paul Saints baseball game at Lexington Park, beating the Toledo Mud Hens 6 – 3. She wished she could attend the Labor Day double-header between the Saints and the Minneapolis Millers. Nicholas went on and on about how much fun those games were—one game in Minneapolis, then a parade of horn-honking cars winding their way to St. Paul and the second game—but Matty had to go with her parents to visit some man who wasn't really her uncle—just an old war buddy—down south of Red Wing, Minnesota.

She would also miss out on seeing Nicholas as Gangster Santa that Christmas, as her family would be spending a week in Red Wing. Maxine Miracle, Nicholas's sister and another redhead, showed her some pictures of her brother in a red pinstriped suit, stocking cap and a long, white fake beard from previous Christmas celebrations. They promised to take home movies this year.

When very pleased, Nicholas's smile overwhelmed his face, causing his eyes to squeeze shut. This happened at the thought of baseball or playing Gangster Santa. And science fiction movies.

§

Located on the south side of 5th Street, the Miracle Bakery had just the one entrance on the first floor inside the Saint Paul Building, as well as service and kitchen entrances behind the office on the alley side. Booths encircled tall tables and stools in the dining area, and the huge Eiffel Tower mural greeted patrons as they entered the bakery. Nicholas showed the Gangster Santa home movies on the back of the mural.

While Matty laughed throughout, the movies ultimately made her sad that she wasn't there in person. She knew it was terrible to even think it, but she wished her family could be more like the Miracles. Her parents were always arguing and bossing her around. The Miracles never bossed her around—and they were paying her. And bussing tables was way more fun than cleaning her stupid room, as was washing dishes in the bakery compared to doing the dinner dishes at home.

And Nicholas was the big brother she'd always wanted.

§

As the snow began to melt in March of 1951, they were eager for Flying Disc Man from Mars at the Lyceum Theater. Nicholas held Matty's hand as they crossed 5th Street. “Do you shupposhe the man ish a flying dishc or just fliesh aroun' in one?” Nicholas asked.

Matty giggled. “I hope he is a flying disc, but I kinda doubt it.”

Nicholas looked disappointed but it didn't last long. “I love Mish'er Magoo,” he said as the cartoon started just as they found their seats.

They always showed eight cartoons before the feature. Nicholas had mentioned this several times—every time they went to the theater. “Or five cartoonsh an' a Lo'e Ranger short.” 

The last cartoon that day was about a boy named Gerald McBoing-Boing. They'd never seen him before. Matty laughed till her sides hurt as the boy talked only in sound effects.

“Woulda like it mo' if he really wash a flying dishc,” Nicholas said as the feature  wended.

To which Matty replied: “Boing, boing, boing!”

“Dr. Sheussh wrote tha' Geral' cartoon. He alsho wrote Horton Hatchesh the Egg.”

“Boing, boing?” Matty asked. “Who's Dr. Sheussh?”  

§

The flooding of the Mississippi proved to be more severe than normal in April. Matty walked with Nicholas to the West Flat area of town to assist in the building of sandbag levees. Matty sensed that Nicholas wouldn't be of much help, but his sister, Maxine, along with her husband Martin, had already made their way down there and Nicholas wanted to do his part.

Matty found her role in the process quickly. Women had been set up in a shack sewing together the actual bags, Matty's appearance allowed one woman to continue sewing while the child ran the empty bags over to the huge pile of sand where they would be filled.

Nicholas, on the other hand, was only in the way until Maxine's husband gave him a whistle and made him “Foreman”. The constant whistling made Nicholas feel good, and his directions were ignored but responded to with salutes from the men who knew what they were doing and had no need for a foreman. He learned the hard way not to give orders to the bulldozer hauling the sand, and spent a lot of time ordering Matty in the direction she was already heading—she always with a salute and a laugh.

On one occasion, while saluting Nicholas, she ran smack into Maxine's husband—a large, imposing man. He steadied her and laughed. 

“A lot of collisions out here,” he said, continuing to chuckle.

“Sorry, Mr. ...” but she didn't know his last name.

“No misters around here. Call me Martin.” He tousled her hair like grownups do. “Marty was fine when I drove a truck, but now that I own the company and run the roller derby squad, I'm tryin' to get folks to call me Martin.”

“My real name is Matilda, but I don't like it. I much prefer Matty.”

“Well, Matty, we best get back to work before Nicholas blows the whistle on us.”

Too late. The whistle sounded. “We're in trouble now, Martin!” Matty squealed as they both tore off in opposite directions.

§

May brought a streetcar ride out to Lexington Park for another Saints game. Matty didn't understand baseball, but the sunshine and Nicholas's excitement for the game made for a great day.

“You can tell yo' chil'ren that you shaw Willie Maysh play befo'e he made the big leaguesh!” Nicholas, holding Matty's hand, nearly dragged her out of the ballpark. All game long, he'd point out this and that that this Mays fellow would do, but the only thing special she could see about Willie Mays was that he was the only Negro on either team.

“I got to see Willie Mays play,” Matty bragged to her father. She'd heard him talk about baseball before.

“Janey Mac,” he grumbled. “Ruined the game when they let them jigaboos play.” 

Matty wasn't sure what to make of that, but didn't like the way he said it.
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2. THE SECOND JEWELL HOTEL 'FIRE', October 1951
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More than a year after the Jewell Hotel fire, Mrs. Dyrkle asked Matty to take two bags of trash out to the cans in the back alley. “Your father has one job around here,” her mother muttered as Matty dutifully hauled the bags out to the hallway, then to the back steps and down the one flight to the alley below. It was cold, even for October.

Finding an empty can to throw the bags in, Matty turned, clapping her hands together, up and down, for a job well done, and spotted smoke spewing out of the basement window where the laundry machines were. “Fire!” she shouted.

“Fire!” she yelled, entering the building and running down the hall. Several doors opened behind her as she ran up the stairs and screamed down all six hallways.

Her mother met her back on the first floor. “Where's the fire, Matilda?

“In the back!” She gasped for breath. “Smoke coming ...  out of ...  the basement window.” A siren sounded, growing louder. It got everyone's attention if somehow Matty hadn't.

Mrs. Dyrkle dragged Matty toward the fire truck. “My daughter saw smoke coming from the basement in back,” she told the first man out of the truck. He seemed in charge as he quickly directed his crew to follow him down the side alley to the rear of the building. The Dyrkles, other residents and gawkers followed at a distance.

Soon, laughter could be heard around the corner in the back alley. As the men wandered back, in no particular hurry, Matty's sad face took over and she held back tears.

“Ma'am,” said the man in charge. “That was steam, not smoke. Happens when it gets cold. The heat from the dryer vent hits the cold air causing condensation and creates steam.” 

The tears hit Matty hard. The fireman noticed, along with the look of horror on Matty's face. “Uh, that said,” he began louder for all to hear. “I would like to commend this little girl for alerting us to a potentially dangerous situation. That amount of steam suggests a likely clogged vent, which could ultimately cause a fire if not spotted and unclogged. An inspector will be out to follow up on this matter.”

Matty frantically wiped away at the tears as the man approached and lifted her off the ground and onto one shoulder. 

“What's our little heroine's name?” he asked in a hush.

“Matilda,” Mrs. Dyrkle said, less than convinced of any heroics.

“Three cheers for Matilda!” shouted the fireman. The cheer fizzled during the second Hip-hip-hooray and he settled her back on the ground.

Suddenly, Nicholas was at her side raising Matty's arm as if she'd just won a prize fight. 

Not everyone agreed with Nicholas's assessment of the situation as they filed back into the Jewell slowly, several muttering: “Little liar.” 

§

“What do you see in that fellow, um, Nicholas?” her mother asked, setting down her coffee and eyeing up a second mango cake. “You frighten so easily, why don't his looks scare you?”

“I think he's beautiful,” Matty defended her friend. “He's the big brother I never had.”

Mrs. Dyrkle scoffed. “We would never have a child like ... that.”

Matty fought off her tears. “I looked up Mongoloid in the encyclopedia at school, cuz you and Dad call him that all the time, and it said children like that are most always born from normal parents. And one extra chro-mo-some is all it takes to make them different. One little microscopic thing is the only thing making him any different than you and me.”

“Chronoscone? Microscompic? When did my little girl become such a brainiac?”

“Little? I'm almost ten.”

“You just turned nine.”

“I'm past nine-and-a-half!”

Her mother seemed to attempt the math in her head, finally giving her daughter the benefit of the doubt.

Matty changed the subject. “Who's Janey Mac?”

“That? Nobody. Just an expression your father picked up from some Irishman in the service. I'm Irish, and I'd never heard it before.”

Matty slipped away as her mother bit into the second pastry. Why do I have to explain a friendship? How do Mom and Dad explain their own? At least Nicholas and I get along?

Climbing onto her bed, she pulled her collection of tiny stuffed animals off the headboard and, as always, began arranging them in a circle around her. They won't let me have a real pet. Don't want me to have a real friend. “You guys always come to the rescue.”

§

Once again, Matty had to miss Gangster Santa as she spent the Christmas break with her family at her “uncle's”. He dressed up as Santa and she got gifts, but it was nothing like the Miracles' home movies.

§

Closed Due to Cold, read the sign on the Lyceum Theater. Matty and Nicholas looked quizzically into each other's eyes. With multiple scarves covering each of their faces, eyes were all either could see.

“Maybe they bushted their heater,” Nicholas offered.

Matty gave an exaggerated shrug, not sure if a normal one could be seen under her winter coat and multiple sweaters her mother made her wear. If you must go out!

“Three Shtoogesh at the Schentre Theater.”

Matty shrugged once more. She liked the trolley better than the Three Stooges, and had never been to the Centre Theater. 

Off they went, still holding hands. Nearing the streetcar tracks, a crowd had gathered. They both quickened their steps with the first glimpse of flames. The tracks were on fire. A fire truck was on hand but no one bothered to put out the blaze.

The murmur through the crowd finally reached them.

“They shet the trolley tracksh on fire cuzsh they're frozshen?”

“I don't think I want to crash on frozen tracks,” Matty said—and, despite the fire before them, it seemed even colder.

They turned, switching hands to hold, and headed for the bakery.

§

Matty had three plates, two tall glasses, a coffee mug and her towel used for wiping the tables delicately balanced with her chin steadying the two glasses as she slowly moved through the bakery. Though more than she could handle, it was too late—and twenty feet still to the dirty dish bin in the corner near the swinging kitchen doors.

Matty heard the door open to her left, high heels clicking along briskly. She braced for a collision. Instead, the woman deftly scooped the glasses and mug from the stack—with white gloves like rich ladies wore—and led the way to the bin. “Thank you,” Matty managed as she hefted the plates into the bin and the woman added the mug and glasses.

“Abigail!” Brinda called out and came running out of the office for a hug.

“Ang—I mean, Brinda!” Abigail said as they embraced. “I can't believe I almost made that mistake,” she added under her breath.

The two women made it impossible for Matty to escape the corner, forcing her to wait out the hug. It was a long one. She stared at the back of the mural that shielded the stairway to the family's rooms from the bakery patrons. What wasn't blocked by the mural was hidden behind draperies that covered the upstairs landing.

“Oh, Matty!” Brinda finally cried, peering down over this Abigail's shoulder. “Mercy me, we have you trapped!”

Introductions were made to “my oldest and dearest friend” and “our newest employee”—with Abigail's white gloves playing with Matty's curls—before Matty could get back to work.

As Nicholas walked her home on the warm-for-January afternoon, Matty mentioned meeting Abigail. “That Abigail lady started to call Brinda Ang-something, like Angel. Is Angel her nickname? It should be.” She deftly danced around the rivulets of melting snow while Nicholas simply sloshed through.

“Angela ushed to be her firsht name but she had to change it.”

§

On February 14, 1952, Matty and Nicholas arrived at the Lyceum as they did every Saturday. The Lyceum had decked out their lobby for Valentine's Day.

“Free admission for the birthday girl,” said the high school girl in the ticket booth. “And, of course, same with her date.” 

“Happy Birffday!” Nicholas shouted. 

“It's not till Monday,” Matty whispered.

“Closhe enough.”

Then Matty's jaw dropped, she covered her face to keep any squeal from escaping. Behind Nicholas—who wore that smile causing his eyes to squeeze shut—her attention was drawn to the glass case that normally contained a poster of a coming attraction, but now displayed a painting—obviously a Nicholas Miracle original—of her, and Happy 10th Birthday, Matty! in huge, multi-colored letters all around it. 

She was so excited, she had to run to the bathroom.

Exiting the ladies' room, she found Nicholas pacing in the lobby. “We gonna missh the firsht cartoon!” He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the theater.

She'd have thought they'd picked out the cartoons just for her: Mister Magoo, Yosemite Sam, Tweety & Sylvester, Foghorn Leghorn, and the return of Gerald McBoing-Boing.

“That wash one mean robot,” Nicholas critiqued The Day the Earth Stood Still as they re-entered the lobby.

“I'm sure glad they got rid of those stupid tanks and made friends,” Matty said.

“I don' like the shound of nuc'ear war.”

“Have a happy rest of your birthday,” the theater manager called out.

“Boing, boing, boing, boing, boing!” Matty replied.

“Ahhh-woooo-ga,” Nicholas added.

§

Brinda had sewn together a little waitress uniform for Matty, so she wouldn't ruin her own dresses. “You can change up in the guest room,” Brinda said, pointing up the stairs.

Matty rushed upstairs and changed, admiring her new uniform in a mirror. She gazed about the small room: bed in the corner, nightstand, small chest of drawers and a desk. She knew it was wrong but she wished it could be her room. She dismissed the thought and hurried down stairs to get to work.

§

Heavy snowfall in late March brought the worst floods yet in April of 1952, flooding Robert Street clear over the sidewalks. Nicholas, having kept his whistle from the previous year, reprised his role as “Foreman” and provided much-needed comic relief for the tireless workers. 

Matty, too, picked up on her previous duties and made time to pour coffee as well—a seemingly endless supply.

§

“Shpelled E-I, E-I but pronounshed like A twische,” Nicholas said whenever introducing his wife. “Like A.A. Milne, auffo' of Winnie the Pooh an' mo'e chil'rensh' classhicsh.”

Matty remembered this always as she began baking lessons with Ei Ei. Her boss had posted countless messages and warnings: Wash your hands! or We don't need FAT employees! that one aimed at Nicholas and his sampling habit—and each signed: Ei Ei Miracle.

A.A. Milne, Matty would say to herself each time she wanted to pronounce her name E E or I I. Ei Ei was stricter than any of her teachers, or Brinda, and certainly Nicholas, when he'd tried to train her on the job. Matty didn't mind, she knew it was the best bakery in town and had a reputation to protect.

They had nearly finished preparing a muffin pan of mango cakes when a Negro woman, Julia, entered the kitchen and got a floury hug from Ei Ei. She turned out to be a former partner of Brinda's, along with her husband Rupert Culpepper. They lived and ran a laundry in St. Paul's Rondo neighborhood.

“May you help a minute?” Ei Ei asked Julia. “Matty will show to you the rest.” She pointed to the tray and left out the swinging doors.

Matty froze, stunned that Ei Ei would leave the finishing touch of her signature cakes to her. “Um, nice to meet you, Julia.”

“Ei Ei must trust you very much,” Julia said. “What's next?”

Thing was, Ei Ei had never entrusted Matty with anything, let alone her mango cakes. “Well, she's already pre-heating the oven. And the cream is already whipped in this bowl, so into it we add two tablespoons of this secret stuff.” Matty did just that, trembling slightly. 

“Seaweed jelly,” Julia whispered.

“I wasn't sure if you knew or not,” Matty also whispered. “Can't be too careful around here.” They both giggled and Matty went on: “Then, we spread it lightly over each cake.” And they did so.

“Now, into the oven for twenty-five minutes.” In they went. Matty sighed. “I hope I didn't mess up.”

Julia laughed. “You didn't. I know the routine from years of helping out here. This was Ei Ei's way of testing you. She did the same with me way back when. But you didn't need my help one bit.”

“I didn't, did I?”

§

Having already seen the feature at the Lyceum, they made their way to the Capitol.

“I sure hope they've done something about the cartoons at the Capitol these days,” Matty said.

They both stopped abruptly at the closed sign on the front door of the Capitol. Lobby Flooded, read a handwritten note below the sign.

“Riviera?” Matty offered.

“I guessh sho,” Nicholas turned toward Wabasha and they continued walking. “They show double-featshuresh.”

The Riviera Theater marquee proclaimed: Alfred Hitchcock, and below: The Man Who Knew Too Much and The 39 Steps. 

One crummy cartoon and a Lone Ranger short preceded the Hitchcock double-bill. “Who woul' pay fif'y schentsh for a loushy Lo'e Ranger badge?” Nicholas grumbled after the commercial that followed the short film.

Matty got caught up in The Man Who Knew Too Much, despite the girl in the picture.

“Tha' girl wash noffing but trouble,” Nicholas muttered during the lull between films.

“I'd be grounded if I was that stupid,” Matty agreed.

The 39 Steps began and ended at a music hall with an act called Mr. Memory, featuring a fellow who could answer any question offered up by the audience.

“You should have your own Mr. Memory show,” Matty joked as they left the theater. 

Nicholas snarled. “You hear' them laughing at him. I don' like being laugh at. They ashk shtupid queshtionsh sho they coul' laugh at him.”

“They did, didn't they?” Matty didn't like being laughed at either.

Nicholas's scowl turned into a grin. “F. Shcott Fitzshgeral' used to call me Mish'er. Calcula'er when we were kidsh. He read off a lisht of numbersh an' I woul' read 'em back, then add them in my head.” The grin got bigger. “F. Shcott Fitzshgeral' didn' laugh at me.”
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3. COMMODORE HOTEL, Saturday, November 6, 1952, midnight
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“It was a doozy,” Maxine reported on the fire the previous evening at the Commodore Hotel. “It was a banquet in one of those fancy art deco bars. You know, like from the Roaring Twenties. All of a sudden, they were asking everyone to evacuate. Three hundred hotel guests, they said.  A fire on some rooftop garden. It was midnight. I was trying to get Marty to leave. Excuse me, Martin—he wants to go by Martin now that he's a big shot. Anyhow, instead of leaving, we're out in the wind and the cold, the spray of those hoses only making it colder. Though, I gotta admit, it was pretty spectacular.”

“We read abou' it in the newshpaper.”

Maxine looked askance at her brother. “Okay, smart guy, did the paper say how Marty figured out how the guy set the fire?”

Brinda moved closer. “The paper didn't say anything about arson.”

“Sure.” Maxine had their attention now. “Martin couldn't pass up the chance to investigate the scene with the fire chief—while I curled up in a lobby chair to sleep. They were at a loss as to how the fire started when my husband opened a closet full of old newspapers and rags and found a half-burned cigarette, a bag containing gun powder, and a big box of matches. They decided that was to be the big blast—set to ignite after the arsonist had escaped—but never happened. Of course, the newspaper reporters were all gone by then.”

§

War of the Worlds came to the Lyceum Theater—along with free tickets and her portrait back up—on Matty's birthday in 1953. Greatly anticipated by Matty and Nicholas—they had both read the book and listened to the Orson Welles radio play at the library—the movie did not disappoint.

“That'sh what the dishc man shoulda look like!” Nicholas said, almost running through the theater, referring to the Martian invaders who looked like small spaceships with long necks and one big glowing eye.

“Except that creature at the end with the three suction-cupped fingers. I wish we could've seen more of him.” Matty grabbed his hand to slow him down. “What's your hurry?”

Nicholas stopped, staring off down the sidewalk ahead. Matty wondered if he was having one of his petit mal seizures. “I don't know,” he finally said. “Exshcited abou' the birffday party, I guessh.”

The party was great fun, but Brinda wouldn't let Matty have any cake for fear of ruining her supper. “Ei Ei says your mother was in earlier buying a cake,” Brinda said. “Can't have you too stuffed to eat it.” 

“The Mar'shians were doom by germsh, shome bac'eria.” Nicholas couldn't let the movie go, making everyone laugh by extending his arm like the Martians' long necks and somehow getting icing all over his chin.

“Did you enjoy the movie?” Brinda asked Matty.

“Yes. Except it ended kind of all of a sudden. Nicholas had to explain it to me. I didn't remember it
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