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IT OCCURRED TO ME THAT if I hadn’t tried to do a good deed and return the gold watch Mr. Scavullo left at the lunch counter, a strange man wouldn’t be holding me at gunpoint. 

That was the problem with good deeds. Unintended consequences.

I had no idea that following Scavullo would bring me trouble. For heaven’s sake, I used to see him and his wife at Sunday Mass at Our Lady of Pompeii. Rumors that he was involved with the Mafia were just that. Rumors. I’d paid no attention to them.

And here I was, frozen with fixed gaze on the man with the gun. Was he going to shoot me? People were killed every day in New York City. But it wasn’t my time to go. Women had power now, and the vote, Prohibition was over, and my play—my first play in this city—was about to open in an almost-respectable Broadway theatre in a matter of days. I was only twenty-five. There was no way I was going to end up shot dead in an empty elementary school. 

However, the man with the gun didn’t know that.

I stared at him, my powers of speech rendered mute by fear. He stared back but made no sudden moves. He was tall, his brown hair streaked with sunlight. The small space was illuminated by a dim electric bulb that showed the gunman’s eyes improbably blue, as if colored by neon tubes. His face was long, and he had a sharp square chin. There were women who might consider him handsome, if they could forget about the gun, but he was some kind of gangster. He had to be. His black pinstripe suit and black shirt were practically a calling card. And his blue tie, matching those electric eyes, was cheekily decorated with martini glasses.

I knew a thug when I saw one. I’ve been to the movies.

“What are you doing in there?” he asked. I could ask him the same thing. It took me a moment to realize that his accent wasn’t from New York or New Jersey. “Well?” He trained his blue gaze on me.

“I’m hiding. I heard shouting. And a gunshot,” I managed to say. I was, in fact, in some kind of utility closet in the school building where I’d followed Scavullo. His gold watch weighed heavy in my pocketbook, not to mention on my mind.

I didn’t know why school wasn’t in session. Then I remembered. It was Columbus Day. President Roosevelt had just declared today, Friday, October 12, 1934, a brand-new holiday, thrilling school children everywhere, and appeasing his Italian-American constituents. That’s why the building was empty. Well, almost empty.

“I’m supposed to believe that? Believe you?” I placed his accent. English. Perhaps high class, like that handsome actor, Robert Donat, in the movie, The Count of Monte Cristo. How terribly, terribly improbable.

“You can’t command me at the point of a gun.” Brave, silly words. Where were the witty lines I was able to write for my characters?

“I believe I can.” He had the nerve to smirk. Still, he lowered the gun, but he didn’t slide it into his shoulder holster. “Who are you and why are you here?”

I explained, as efficiently as I was able, under the bizarre circumstances, about Mr. Scavullo and his gold pocket watch and how he had seemed distracted earlier. Scavullo had glanced at the timepiece and left it on the lunch counter at the diner, which was close to the theatre where I worked, the Washington Irving, and where I was having my first play produced. I told the man with the gun I was a playwright. He didn’t seem impressed.

On days when I wasn’t in the mood for a ten-cent sandwich at the automat and I needed to get away from my job, I sometimes ate at Ray’s Diner. That’s why I knew Ray was more likely to pocket the watch for himself than to see it returned to its rightful owner. Ray had that kind of reputation. Because I knew Scavullo’s family from church, I tried to follow him, to make sure he got it back. He relied on his timepiece. 

When Father Rappoli’s sermons grew long, I would notice Dante Scavullo surreptitiously lift the watch from his vest pocket and take a peek, no doubt judging how many minutes were left. It was a pretty timepiece. A small window showed the phases of the moon in blue and silver. Sometimes it chimed on the half hour and he hurried to shut it off. Other times he would open the back to check on something.

Why did I know so much about this stupid pocket watch? Perhaps I wasn’t listening to the sermon the way I should have either. Scavullo may have winked at me once or twice when he witnessed me watching his watch, as if we shared a secret. His wife Juliette would swat him and glare in that way that wives had, and Scavullo’s prized possession would return to his vest pocket until Mass was over. 

“I tried to follow him, but Ray made me pay Scavullo’s tab first.” The Brit looked skeptical. I rushed to explain. “Everyone knows Ray’s a skinflint and he takes anything left on the counter. He ‘forgets’ to bring your change, too. Ray was angry that I grabbed the watch before he could. That’s why he delayed me.”

“I’m not sure I believe you. How do I know you didn’t lure Scavullo here with the watch?”

“Lure him? What are you talking about? I don’t even know where he is now! He left the diner before me. I was trying to follow him. To give him back his darn watch.” 

The gunman leaned against the doorjamb. “Is that what you do? Follow strange men into empty buildings?”

“How dare you! I don’t follow men, I’m a playwright. And Mr. Scavullo isn’t strange, I know him from Our Lady of Pompeii.”

“You’re a churchgoer?”

“And you’re a Brit with obviously very little knowledge of religion.” 

“Guilty on both counts. But why should I believe this watch-and-bull story of yours?”

Was he amused at me? “Believe what you want, Brit.” How dare he doubt me. And I had no reason to believe this mug. I was offended by his tone, and his accent. I sneered at him. I realized it could have been my last sneer and I didn’t want to waste it on the wrong person. 

“And I shall. Continue.” The gun wavered but did not take aim.

“Mr. Scavullo was a block ahead of me. I caught sight of him turning into this building.” I didn’t know why Scavullo did that. I simply wanted to get rid of the watch. Now even more so.

“And you trotted into a closed school?” He sneered right back at me.

“Closed but not locked. As did you,” I snapped at him. 

We seemed to be in a regular public elementary school with that peculiar smell of pine cleanser that hits you when you stroll through the door, like any school across the land. The red-brown linoleum floors were polished to a high shine. Each classroom door had a clear window through which you could see the green chalkboards sporting the ABCs. Today those windows were free of small smudgy handprints. I’d entered a long hallway, lined with doors on either side. The closet in which I hid was near the far exit. 

The stranger stepped closer to me.

“I thought I could dash in and find Mr. Scavullo and hand over the watch. I have to get back to work.” I gestured, but he blocked my escape.

“If that’s all you wanted, how did you wind up in here with the dustmops?”

“Sounded like a gunfight. One to which I wasn’t invited.” Even this English buffoon should realize that any sane person would find a place to hide from gunfire. I was too far from the front door to exit the way I came.

“It’s hard to hide when you’re making such a racket.”

“Not my fault,” I said.

I had tried a few doors until I found one unlocked, a crowded utility closet where I could lay low. It would have worked too. Everything was fine. I shared the closet with a placid tortoiseshell feline calmly licking her paws, apparently collecting herself after the first shot. I had no idea where the cat came from, although it could have been from a high window, which was open a few inches. Everyone knows cats seem to have no bones. But when more shots sounded, it bolted upwards to a top shelf, upsetting boxes of Christmas ornaments in its wake. It proceeded to create a cacophonous reign of cat terror before disappearing who knows where. 

Glass balls of every color fell and shattered around me, setting off a chain reaction of more shiny things cascading downward, clattering and crashing into rainbows of glass shards. The whole ridiculous incident could be in a play. I caught my breath and for a few moments I thought I was fine. I waited to see if anything would happen. 

That’s when the closet door burst open and this pinstriped gangster appeared, compact blue-steel automatic in hand. We were locked in a staring contest.

More shots were fired on the next floor up. I jumped and caught my breath in a gasp. Thundering feet pounded somewhere above our heads down a similar hallway, or maybe they were on the stairs closer by. It was hard to tell exactly where, what with all the blood pounding in my ears. I could feel my eyes watering, my heart beating. Loud voices sounded above our heads, followed by heavy steps running. We both gazed upwards. 

Another voice, low and guttural, very New York, shouted down the closest stairway. “Hey Chase, where’d you go? What in hell was that noise?”

The mug reached out with his gun-less hand and grabbed my arm, perhaps in warning. His touch felt shocking, like an electric current that wasn’t static electricity. I tried to pull away from him. He seemed to feel something too. His grip was like iron. I struggled to shake him off, but he held fast.

“It was a cat,” I whispered. As if on cue, the cat appeared from the back of the closet. The animal meowed loudly and raced through the stranger’s legs out to the hall.

“It’s only a cat,” my captor yelled toward the direction of the other voice.

“Shoot it. I hate cats.” 

Steps marched away and finished trudging up the stairs to the next floor. The Brit waited a minute before staring at me again. He made no move to follow the voice or the animal. Was he trying to outstare me?

I knew the type. The kind of guy who believes all women swoon at his good looks and slavishly follow his orders. However, I am Irish on one side and French on the other and one hundred percent American, so let’s just say there is no love lost between me and the English.

“Give me the watch and I’ll see that Scavullo gets it,” he said.

I had a very bad feeling that Scavullo would never need his watch again. But I wasn’t about to give it away. “I have to do it myself.” 

Two more painful shots rang above our heads. How many people were up there? How many were shot? How many had died? I put my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming. 

“Don’t think so.” He pointed the gun up.

“Scavullo’s up there?”

“He was, but now...” He shook his head slowly.

I could feel tears run down my cheeks. I don’t normally cry, but these were extraordinary circumstances. “Then I’ll make sure his wife Juliette gets it.”

“Look, you,” the stranger said. “It’s obvious you don’t belong here. I’m trying to help Scavullo. Extricate him from this mess he’s gotten himself into.” Extricate was a five-dollar word. Who was this guy? It didn’t matter, he obviously was trying to make me give up that valuable pocket watch. “Someone like you shouldn’t be involved.”

“Someone like me?” What did he mean someone like you?

“Chase!” the other voice yelled. I assumed that was this thug’s name. First or last, I didn’t know.

We continued to stare at each other. I put him at late twenties, maybe thirty, but why I was wondering about that, at that moment, I have no idea. The scent of his cologne danced in the air. It wasn’t the cheap stuff that eager boys wear to high school dances or what I thought gangsters might wear. More expensive, and subtle. It made me think of woods and forests. I don’t know why. My heart beat like a jackhammer in my chest. I was afraid he could hear it. 

“It seems there’s a connection between us, Miss Whoever-You-Are. You feel it.”

“I feel nothing,” I lied.

“Trying to slay me with those eyes, like green fires.”

It sounded like a line he’d used on other women. Must he speak in hyperbole? How dare he be so familiar with me? He pulled me out of the closet and into an alcove behind the up-and-down staircase, wide enough to accommodate hordes of children on their way to classes. The stairway led down five steps to the exit door and playground, and upstairs—to what vile scene of bodies and blood, I could only imagine. 

“Chase!” The voice came from upstairs again. “You take care of that cat?”

“Almost there.” He yelled in the direction of the voice.

“Yeah, well, get up here. It ain’t pretty.”

“Stay here,” the man called Chase whispered to me. He still gripped my arm, but I squirmed. Then, and I hesitate to admit this, he leaned against me again, pushing me to the wall to the point where I could feel the cold tiles through my sweater and skirt. Now I could feel his heart beating. Why didn’t I scream? Because he still had a gun, there were others with guns, and I was not in the mood to die. I was in the mood to run out of there.

“Shhh.” Chase pressed a finger against my mouth. I don’t know why that particular touch shocked me, but it did. I pushed him away, but not far enough. Then he kissed me. On the lips. Most familiarly.

Don’t get me wrong, people in the theatre kiss all the time, kiss-kiss, hug-hug. How are you, darling? Kiss-kiss. Lovely, my dear. Hug-hug. So good to see you. Kiss-hug. I’m used to that. People you’ve never met before, hug-hug, kiss-kiss. I like it. It feels rather French. Friendly. I enjoy the glamour of it. Yet this Chase character kissed me as if he knew me rather intimately. Far too intimately. I moved to the side.

“How dare you! Stop,” I whispered because there were other thugs about.

“I couldn’t very well let you scream.”

“I wasn’t about to scream. I wasn’t even close to screaming.” I glared at him.

“My mistake. Stay here. You’ll be safe.”

“Safe with you? That’s an old line,” I managed to squeak. 

“We’ll chat about that later. I apologize, my dear. You simply looked so delicious.” I opened my mouth to utter some outraged sentiment and he kissed me again. I beat my fists against him. Slapped him. I clipped his ear pretty hard. Then I lifted my knee. Not hard enough, because there wasn’t enough room, but I got my point across. He backed off. We both heard glass breaking on the floor above us. 

“Get a move on, Chase.” The menacing voice again. Hard, the New York accent. “He’s getting away. Fire escape.”

Who was on the fire escape? Was Scavullo alive? Who was shot? We heard more rattling, more broken glass. 

“Coming.” The Englishman wiped his mouth and then mine with a clean white handkerchief. I pushed his hand away. “I will see you again, my sweet,” he threatened me. 

“Not if I can help it. And I’m not your sweet, you beast.”

He had the nerve to grin at me. Obviously, I need to practice my knee kick. “Stay out of sight.”

I was relieved he didn’t know my name, not that he’d paid any attention when I said I was a playwright. He probably didn’t even go to plays.

And wasn’t he the optimist to think I’d stay put? His long legs raced up the stairs two steps at a time. The moment he was gone, I bolted down the stairs and out the nearest exit door to the playground, such as it was. There was no one around that I could see, no one looking my way. I was out of breath, but not from exertion—from horror. I sucked in air, brushed my fingers through my hair, and then I ran.
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I COULD HAVE SPRINTED toward the alley, looking suspicious, but I decided it was better to head straight for the crowd milling around the school, waiting for something to happen. Plus, I was curious.

Loud sirens approached. Police cars screeched to a stop. They were followed by reporters in cars and taxis, slim notebooks in their breast pockets and pencils behind their ears, hats worn on the back of their heads. I knew one of the reporters, but his attention was on the action and luckily not on me. I’d catch up with him later.

I sauntered toward the sidewalk where neighbors were gathering. Everyone I saw was focused on the fire escape above my head. No one wanted to miss a thing. After all, a police commotion was entertainment on a beautiful autumn afternoon. They didn’t seem to care that gunshots had been flying around over their thick noggins or that someone was now dead, someone who minutes before was alive and breathing.

They were an audience, waiting for the main attraction. 

“What’s going on?” I asked a couple of women standing at the side of the building. Bystanders were looking up and down, behind them, everywhere but at me. Thank goodness.

“Someone got shot inside the school! Can you believe it? Disgraceful. The school, of all places.” The harried woman hauling a grocery bag sounded outraged. “Thank the Almighty up above, the children weren’t there today.”

“We can thank Columbus for that.” Another woman gestured upwards. I followed her lifted arm and saw the empty fire escape.

“Nah, thank FDR. He gave us the holiday,” the first replied. Bystanders around us seemed to agree with that sentiment.

I don’t know why we should feel so alive at moments like this. Suddenly I was aware that trees along the street were brightly stained by autumn. So much orange and crimson and yellow set against the blazing blue sky, like a picture out of a calendar. The frosty morning had warmed up during the day. Yet I could still feel its crispness on my cheeks. Had I never noticed the fall so deeply before? I was crazy happy to be alive and living here in New York. Especially alive.

“Did you see anything?” I asked the woman with the groceries.

She juggled the bag on her hip. “Just missed him. Heard some crazy fella was hanging off the iron railing, then jumped into a car waiting for him right under the fire escape. Took off real fast. That’s what Gladys said. I always miss the good parts.” 

“So, Gladys saw him?” I gazed around to see this witness.

“Gladys likes to talk. But not to the coppers. Gladys don’t talk to no coppers.”

I didn’t get to meet this distrustful Gladys; she’d already beat her retreat home. “What kind of car was it?” I asked.

“Black,” the harried woman answered.

Several policemen jumped out of patrol cars that had just screeched to a halt and shouted at us to return to our daily business, which I was more than happy to do. They never said, “Stick around and tell us what you saw.”

I had no desire to be interrogated, especially when I wasn’t sure what I’d seen. I didn’t know what to make of that Chase character, who might exit the building at any second and spot me. Or jump out onto the fire escape. He was surely still at the scene of the crime. I didn’t want to see him and I certainly didn’t want him to see me. I hadn’t actually seen a crime, I’d only heard it. The unknown Gladys had seen more than I did. I told myself I was off the hook.

Now the reporters were crowding the police, running on the adrenaline that kicked in when they were called into action for a scoop. The police barely looked at the crowd of onlookers. It was time for me to get back to the theatre.

***
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STASHED IN MY POCKETBOOK, Scavullo’s prize watch weighed even heavier on me now, for surely he was dead. He wasn’t the man who had escaped. I couldn’t imagine a man of sixty or so throwing himself out of a window and making like Douglas Fairbanks down the fire escape after shooting up a schoolroom. Dante Scavullo never seemed like the gangster type. He was a quiet, soft-spoken man. 

Another question occurred to me: Would the hoodlums know about the watch? Did they care? If they did, would anyone come after me for it? According to the newspapers, these criminals took no prisoners. I could have a target on my back, or wherever they chose to place one. 

And what about the blue-eyed mobster who blocked me in the closet? Clearly, he didn’t believe a word I said. And why should I believe anything he said? What did he mean about extricating Scavullo from the mess he was in? My head was beginning to hurt from all the questions.

The best thing to do was to return Dante’s watch to Juliette Scavullo as soon as possible. However, I didn’t know where she lived. If it was true that there was a mob connection, I didn’t care to be seen waltzing up her front steps. If I had her address, I could mail the darn thing and leave it up to Uncle Sam’s Postal Service. I hated to think I might have to attend a funeral to turn over the watch. 

I wore myself out pondering all that. A bad habit of mine. 

Curious about what the afternoon papers would write on the incident at the school, I was betting they’d call it the “Columbus Day School Shootout” or some variation. As a former newspaper reporter, I knew it was too soon for the late afternoon editions to come out. The newsboys were taking a post-lunch snooze.

I’d like to say I swiftly hot-footed it back to the Washington Irving Theatre, where I worked as a lowly assistant, on my way to fame and fortune. I’d like to say I got back on time and no one noticed I’d been missing, but I don’t remember quite how I made it back to my office. Or how long it took. After I talked with the women outside the school and decided I was not going to be shot, it was all rather a blur. With the exception of a few images, those shiny autumn leaves, a woman wearing a bright red coat, a mother gathering her children, a pretzel seller on a corner, my mind’s a blank. Those were things I would try to recall later. I didn’t know whether I ran or stumbled down the long city blocks to the theatre. I failed to notice the cars or the people or what went on around me. I usually keep my wits about me. It’s always been my custom to write down what I see, especially if something caught my eye or was out of the ordinary, as if I were still flinging words at a two-cent newspaper. 

Why so unobservant today? My thoughts were full of outrage over this stranger called Chase, though perhaps I should have been relieved he hadn’t shot me. I wanted to slap him again.

My other whirling thoughts were of Dante Scavullo. I didn’t actually know if he was alive—every instinct said he was not. I didn’t know if he deliberately met someone in that formerly quiet school, or how many people had guns, or how many people might be dead. I wrote a scenario in my head. And once I’m writing I can ignore all manner of things. I have been known to forget my subway stop when penning a scene or overhearing a particularly juicy bit of conversation with an assortment of accents, only to come out of my haze several stops later, halfway across town.

It was only when I neared the Washington Irving that I paused to look around and wonder how I arrived there. My brain felt numb, my lips were still tingling from that unexpected kiss, and I was starving. I’d never had a chance to eat my lunch at Ray’s Diner, even though I paid for it, and for Mr. Scavullo’s as well. So far, it had been an expensive, exasperating, frightening, and hungry sort of day. 

It was a surprise to see a large hot pretzel wrapped in wax paper in my hands, purchased on my trip back to work. On automatic, I must have gone to a corner cart, pointed to a pretzel, and pulled out my coin purse. The thing was enormous, and it smelled delicious. I was standing on the sidewalk, not far from the theatre where I toiled daily at a variety of tasks, including reading would-be scribes’ endless offerings for the stage. 

I knew how lucky I was to have a job, any job, in this crazy world with our endless Depression. But through a quirk of fate and scheduling, and somebody else’s flop, the Washington Irving Theatre was also the entity that would be producing my first play in New York. And in mere days.

Most of the time, we band of happy little theatrical strivers referred to the Washington Irving as the “W. I.” or “the Irv.” However, depending on how successful (or not) any given show was, we’d also call it “Sleepy Hollow” or “the Rip Van Winkle.” The most dreaded nickname, of course, was “the Headless Horseman,” which meant the show of the moment rated a quick and dirty demise, accompanied by a flaming pumpkin hurled at it. 

Its public facade was gorgeous. The lighted marquee, the gilt-edged lobby with its giant crystal chandeliers, the extravagant ornamental metal cage where tickets were sold, it was all designed for teeming theatre crowds. This afternoon it was empty. 

I paused next to the side entrance that the theatre staff used. I was reaching for the handle when the door was flung open with a great rusty screech. It sounded like a wounded animal, an angry wounded animal, but all I could think of was gunshots.

I shrieked. 
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“ESMÉ. ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?” Andras Szabo, the noted director of my play, grinned at me, looking slightly mad, as usual. “Ah, I know. Finally, my little playwright, you are releasing your feelings to the world.” He stabbed his chubby fingers in the air. “Cry. Scream. Laugh. Free your emotions. Your day of judgment is coming.” 

He meant my play. His Hungarian accent always got thicker when he was excited. 

“That isn’t it, Andras. I was simply—” Simply what? I couldn’t think. I sucked in some air. “I’m merely—”

“A million miles away. Writing a new pièce de théâtre?”

“That’s it. I might be tweaking the last few lines of Leaving Alamogordo.” It had come to me that I wanted to fine tune the end of my play, even more than I already had.

“What? No! The play is done. It’s too late.” Andras’s reactions were generally like an exploding, then sputtering, volcano. This was the full Krakatoa. “We have no out of town tryouts! No previews, not enough rehearsals! Opening night must be perfect! And now you have new lines? You will drive your leading lady mad!” 

“As if you’re not steering the asylum bus,” I cracked. 

“Good point! We shall drive her mad together.” He laughed merrily. “Always look for the silver lining.”

Szabo was right. Late changes would drive Cassandra crazy. If the dialogue was sharp and the action perfect, she would eventually agree—still, there would be a scene. A dramatic scene. I shrugged my shoulders at my chubby director. Andras Szabo was of medium stature and round shape, attesting to his love of good Hungarian food. He adored sugar and sour cream and anything that was frosted. He also craved pierogis and goulash. A fringe of brown hair covered his round head, and his face was likewise circular. However, his cherubic countenance was misleading. This director excelled at encouraging, cajoling, or bullying his actors and stagehands. Whatever it took, for the good of the show.

“Don’t worry, Andras, it’ll only be a few lines.”

He sighed deeply. Dramatically. “Playwrights.” 

“We’re not nearly as temperamental as actors,” I pointed out.

“Actors. Actresses. Spare me.” He put his hand to his heart. “And promise me, Esmé, you have only a very little change. One that Cassandra can handle. Without the fireworks. Those she should save for opening night.”

“I promise.”

Our goodwill was restored. He patted my shoulder and moved past me out the side door, on the hunt for a late lunch, or an early dinner. Or a legal martini, now that Prohibition was finally over. He was fond of singing that snappy new song celebrating the end of the dry years, “Cocktails for Two.” It was on the radio all the time. He was also fond of pointing out all the places that used to hide speakeasys.

I made my way up the stairs to the offices, past the rehearsal space where the unseen staff worked. It smelled musty and dusty, a dose of greasepaint, stage paint, and sawdust. I loved it, yet at the moment I found it hard to concentrate. Random thoughts of revenge against the smug mug who kissed me crashed into other thoughts of how I was going to rework the ending of my play. It kept me in a fog. I nearly walked into a wall, stopped short, bumped my thigh hard against my desk, and fell into my chair. There would be bruises tomorrow.

I hoped people wouldn’t think I was drunk. It wouldn’t have bothered anyone, though, so close to opening night. They had their own troubles. In fact, like Szabo, they supplied me excuses for my absentmindedness. You know playwrights. They always fall apart approaching opening night.

I was determined not to cry, not to fall apart. My stomach growled. I considered my still-warm pretzel. Only a desperate woman grabbed food on the street like some urchin! But it smelled divine. Tearing it in half to save for later, I took a bite. It melted in my mouth, hot bread dough, salt, and mustard. 

I slipped down into my chair at my overflowing desk in the small corner where I read playscripts for the theatre. Later that afternoon I would be helping at the box office, taking reservations for our next show, Leaving Alamogordo, by me, Esmé de LaForet. Esmé Rafferty de LaForet. Finally, at seven, I planned to attend rehearsal to make sure my words were being spoken, and not off-the-cuff comments by actors who had trouble memorizing lines or thought they should rewrite my play.

I stashed my purse with Scavullo’s watch in the bottom drawer of my desk, full of stacks of unsolicited offerings and my succinct reports. The floor next to it was piled high with more scripts. There was a rule at the Irv: If anyone touched a play, they had to read it. Most people kept a wide berth of my corner. Today I was even more glad of that. I also knew that even if Scavullo’s timepiece chimed, the watch couldn’t be heard under all those piles of paper. 

“Esmé, what happened to you?” May Scott’s voice piped up behind a stack of newly delivered playscripts. She dumped them on my desk. I was the theatre’s first line of defense, saving the producers and directors from these unsolicited mountains of dramatic prose. 

“I lost track of time.”

When I applied for the job there as Jill-of-All-Trades, I earnestly told them I had studied journalism and playwriting (just one course) in college. That didn’t impress them as much as my timing. I had walked in at precisely the moment the last office grunt stormed out. I could feel the breeze from his exit. Two years later, I still didn’t know what that particular dustup was all about. Could have been anything. Or nothing. It’s the theatre.

May’s phone rang on the desk next to mine, and she answered. “Manager of hopes and dreams! Don’t disappoint me.” She quickly dispatched with the caller before pushing her dark round horn-rimmed glasses to the top of her head to peer at me. I wondered if my hair had turned white since that morning. “Hey, you, de LaForet. You’re not usually late, unlike everyone else here.”

Her eyes were as round as her eyeglasses. She may have been in her thirties, but she looked like an eternal student, in sweaters with white collars and cuffs.

“Long boring story. I’m sorry,” I said. “Did anyone notice?”

“Just me.” She looked hungry. 

“I’ll swap you half my pretzel for a cup of coffee,” I offered. 

May kept a pot of java going, on a credenza near her desk. The electric percolator was her personal property and woe to the clueless lad or lass who thought they could lift a cup. May didn’t have to share, it was a special indulgence.

Her hand was out in the age-old “give-me” gesture. May was thin as a razor blade but she could eat anything. She wore her mahogany brown hair in a short and sensible bob. Her clothes were dark and serviceable and seldom featured jewelry or bright colors. May was a brick. You could count on her. She answered the phones and handled a variety of other jobs. She was the queen bee of this little hive, whom no one dared irritate or risk her sting. She changed her job title often, depending on her mood: “box office manager” or “house manager,” “supervisor of dramaturgical incompetence,” or “ringmaster of wayward boys and girls who couldn’t make it in the circus.” Her favorite sobriquet was “Queen of the May.”

May’s actual role was assistant theatre manager and right-hand woman to Sal, Salvatore Rossi, who bounced in and out of the office unpredictably. Sal chose that moment to stride into the room and pour himself a cup of coffee without permission. He raced away before May could yell at him.

Inside, Salvatore Rossi was a handsome young leading man who made the ladies swoon. Outside, he was middle-aged and well fed, hair thinning on top, his buttons straining over his stomach. He loved the theatre but never had what it took to be an actor, or at least more than a spear-carrier. Luckily, Sal’s family had money and connections that allowed him to join a small partnership running a theatre and producing shows, for which he had a knack. 

His philosophy was like the girl in the nursery rhyme—the one with the curl in the middle of her forehead. When theatre was good, it was very, very good. When it was bad, it was back to the drawing board. Sal was an eternal optimist, but he could indulge in some impressive rages. Nothing seemed to get him down for long—except Afternoon Tea with Nigel, the awful play for which I was so grateful. The play that failed, making room for my play, Leaving Alamogordo.

While Sal was technically the Washington Irving’s artistic director as well as producer, May Scott was the indispensable cog without whom nothing would have worked, the one on whom we called, and to whom we paid homage. We were all in awe of her. Once annoyed beyond all endurance, May would ensure the troublemaker was never cast again or employed on a show there. Still, she could be your greatest cheerleader. I gave her the other half of my pretzel.

“My lips are sealed,” she said and indicated her percolator. “Help yourself.”

I wished May hadn’t mentioned lips, because it made think of the turquoise-eyed stranger who kissed me. My fingertips went there before taking another bite. The memory of him holding me and kissing me was very disturbing. I could still feel the electrical charge of the moment, the scent of his cologne. What was wrong with me? The unwanted thought came to mind that I hadn’t been kissed enough in a very long time. Not for lack of men wanting or trying to kiss me, mind you. Aside from all those theatrical kisses, kiss-kiss, hug-hug, I was simply very particular as to who I let kiss me. Extremely particular. 

Although I was completely innocent in the incident in the closet, it made me reconsider the ending of my play, which culminated in romantic feelings revealed—and a kiss. The kiss. It was expected, it was wanted. Necessary. My heroine had worked hard for it. She deserved that kiss and darn it, I deserved that kiss. But now I was thinking that perhaps Annabelle, my character, shouldn’t wait for my male character, William, to bestow it on her. She was far too active and impatient for that.

I pulled out my copy of Leaving Alamogordo and opened it to the last scene. I grabbed my favorite fountain pen and bit into my pretzel. I was able to push part of the scene at the school out of my mind by mentally rewriting it as well: I put my main character Annabelle in charge of the sudden kiss in the closet. Annabelle wanted that kiss. Me? Not so sure. Not yet.

“Uh, oh. Are those last-minute changes?” May appeared at my desk with yet more packages to drop.

“Just a few lines, I promise. And I already talked to Andras. Besides, no play is ever finished, merely abandoned,” I added, quoting a hundred other writers.

“We can always hope.” She chewed a bite of the pretzel. 

“It will make it better,” I said. “It’s the very end of the play.”

“Endings are important,” May agreed. 

“Clarissa will love it.” I sounded more certain than I was.

“Hmph. You better be sure about that.” May dropped the new pile of scripts on my desk. “Or we’re all going to suffer.”

The lead actress was Clarissa Eldridge. Real name: Sophie Goldblatt. A striking dark-eyed brunette with exaggerated features perfect for the stage, Clarissa was used to men stumbling over their tongues around her. She lapped it up like a Siamese cat. However, she was excessively susceptible to flattery and those of us who worked with her had learned to use it to our advantage. 

I didn’t begrudge Clarissa her gifts. You want your star to be the center of attention. Still, there were times she seemed to believe that the two of us were in competition. That was not at all the case, I assure you.

With her perfect oval face, Clarissa is clearly more striking than I. My hair is neither blond nor red, but a combination of both, which people call strawberry. It curls easily, and I usually wear it in a chignon or twist, with errant ringlets framing my heart-shaped face. I am slender and of average height, my eyes are green, and my lashes long enough. My features are even and I am proud that I never needed braces to achieve that all-American healthy smile. When men call me beautiful, I am never sure exactly what they want, though I am sure they want something. 

Yet, were a handsome man to speak to me, you can bet Clarissa Eldridge would find a way to slide between us and flash him her charming grin, flutter her false eyelashes, sink her fingers into his arm, and gently pull him away. She could be an excellent actress when the mood struck her. Unfortunately, she could also be a pain in the keister. I knew she would be annoyed by my changes, any changes, but I was gambling on her loving the new ending, and the kiss. She loved being the center of attention, and being notorious would be even better.

I sipped my coffee. May let me fill my cup a second time. It was a good thing I’d bought such a large shareable pretzel. It was surprisingly filling with that cup of coffee. And without gangsters shooting real guns, my crazy little corner at the Irv felt like peace on earth. 

At least I could give my heroine some action. I lifted my pen and let the words flow. Clarissa (as Annabelle) got the last kiss. It was her desire, her decision. Her action. Her moment.

“Make it a hit.” May interrupted my thoughts.

“No pressure, May.” 

She smiled and lifted her coffee cup in salute. I thumped my forehead on my desk and she laughed.

“Do you want to know how I’m changing the ending?” I asked.

“Good heavens, no! I’ll find out soon enough. Jeez, preserve me from playwrights’ brains, directors’ demands, and actors’ emotions. Make that actors’ tears. Big fat crocodile tears.”

The next step was springing the rewrites on the actors at tonight’s rehearsal. It was only a few lines. They could write the corrections in their scripts as they worked out the blocking of that final kiss. If they didn’t revolt first.

After I scribbled down my changes, I flipped through one of the playscripts that was sent over the transom: How to Play Golf. Labeled a “hilarious comedy of manners,” it featured yet another maid and butler performing the task of exposition in the first scene of the play, that centuries-old device. How would a drawing-room maid and butler, I wondered, describe the mob hit on Dante Scavullo? If that’s what it was: “Oh, I heard it was very bloody, it was.” “Whoever suspected the master was a criminal, being such a wonderful golfer?”

I gazed out the window and kept my eye on the newsstand on the corner, waiting for the newspapers’ afternoon editions for word of the killing (or killings) at the school. I wanted to know who was upstairs with Scavullo. The deadly melee sounded horrible. And while I wasn’t an eyewitness, you could say I was an earwitness. Finally, the newsboys started to sing out the latest headlines:

“Mobster Murdered in Columbus Day Massacre”

“Reputed Gangster Scavullo Slain in Empty School”

“Killing of Bootlegger Labeled Gangland Hit!”

I dropped the script I was attempting to read, ran down the steps, out the side door, and grabbed a copy of The New York Post in its revised broadsheet form. The New York Daily Mirror tabloid also issued an extra edition highlighting the shooting.

The Post story was written by Reggie Pendleton, the reporter I’d spotted earlier in that mob of scribes at the schoolhouse. My pal Reggie was smart and I was especially alert to what he would write. I trusted his stories. He was basically truthful and a less-yellow journalist than the others in his pack of reporters. Reggie’s story was short and succinct. He confirmed that Dante Scavullo was dead, gunned down by person or persons unknown. It was accompanied by a photo of Scavullo’s body lying on his back on a classroom floor, blood pooling under his head. He was wearing a three-piece suit and spats over his shoes. Dark stains marked the suit. His pockets were turned inside out, indicating he was robbed, and his own gun was near the body.

Described as a “low-level bootlegger” in a world that had just recently legalized alcohol, the mobster had flown under the radar. No one seemed to know why Scavullo was marked for death. The Post reported that Scavullo had fired his gun, but in the gunfight sustained multiple fatal wounds. For some reason left unexplained, two plainclothes cops were on the scene. They had fired their guns, and police said Scavullo’s shooter may have sustained an injury. The unknown assailant, described as a young Italian man of medium height and build, crashed through a window to the fire escape and fled, aided by a confederate in a waiting car. 

From Reggie’s story, I gleaned that Scavullo worked as a “distributor” for business owner and gangland figure Frank Romeo. However, with Prohibition over and done with—to joy across the land—Dante Scavullo’s main employment was now in transition. It had been rumored, according to the article, that Scavullo was looking to get out of the mob, trying to broker some kind of exit deal. That echoed what the mysterious Brit in the closet had told me. The guys with the rough New York accents I had heard? They might have been cops.

I worried about how Juliette Scavullo would feel hearing the news and seeing this terrible photo of her husband’s body for all the world to witness. 

There was no information in the story about who else had been in the building, who shot Scavullo, and why it all went down in the school. On Columbus Day, of all days. The murder was attributed to “a person or persons unknown.” More important to me, the papers had no information about a woman seen leaving the school right after the shooting. My pal Reggie quoted one of the local police detectives and a couple of witnesses outside. They knew nothing. Hallelujah.

The other articles were not quite as long but conveyed basically the same information, although with more adjectives—shocking, heinous, horrible, depraved. It was a relief that Reggie hadn’t seen me. Reggie and I had logged many a story together when I was a reporter. He’d be asking why was I there, what was I looking for? Was I writing a play about gangsters? Luckily his focus on his work was so intense, he wouldn’t have noticed anyone as unimportant as me, his friend.

When I arrived in New York three years ago, I found a job at a small scandal sheet that went out of business a few months later, forcing me to hit the pavement again. Then I picked up some work for The New York Post for a time and met Reggie. I could always tell when he was in trouble by checking his byline. When he annoyed his editors, they used his full name and made his byline Reginald Archibald Pendleton III. I smiled at the thought.

I jumped between beats, cops, city hall, and news of the day. But Reggie had a way with cops that I never could manage, not being a guy. On the other hand, I learned to ignore their jibes and their flirting and often, their passes. Believe me, I had to dodge many a wayward paw. It was exhausting and something Reggie didn’t have to deal with. He could go lift a few brews with the boys in blue, squeeze out some juicy news tidbits, then paint them in heroic colors—or demonize them. Reggie and the cops had a weird quid pro quo going on. I understood.

Back out West where I came from, I toiled at one of those newspapers where women were hazed before being accepted as one of “the boys.” Then again, I was offered more news stories there than in New York. My first assignments covered boxing matches, both local palookas and sometimes famous professional fighters. None were nearly as exciting as the celebrated ‘Manassa Mauler,’ otherwise known as Jack Dempsey, who ruled the ring in the Twenties. 

The boys on the news desk thought sending women out to cover the fights was hilarious. All of us reporters, women and men, had to carry twenty-pound typewriters over our heads, fight our way through the crowds to the press seats ringside, and write our stories as fast and as floridly as possible. The boys knew the funniest part of such an assignment was trying to avoid the blood spatter from the fighters in the ring. 

Having been warned by another female writer, Nina Oglesby, I wore an old brown smock over my clothes and snatched one of the editors’ green eyeshades. I sported a large red handkerchief to wipe the blood from my face and the typewriter keys. 

Oh, those golden, bloody memories.

I cycled through the boxing beat and the police beat, where the cops loved to rat out the sheriff’s department, and the sheriff’s deputies ratted out the cops. I passed all the unspoken tests. I had so much moxie, I may have scared a few men. More than a few. You may not believe that a mere five-foot-four-inches of me could terrify some big dumb galoot. You’d be surprised.

Ultimately, I fought my way out of the boxing pit and onto the news staff, where I stayed. Until I realized I had enough moxie to leave the Old West for the seductive and dangerous East Coast. I was fortunate, of course. With so many people out of work, any job was considered a coup, humble though it might be. It was as if a leprechaun had tossed a fistful of four-leaf clovers my way.

One of them led to a job backstage at the Washington Irving Theater. The Irv. 

I’d fallen in love with the theatre back home, as rudimentary as it was. I studied playwriting in college with a young professor who didn’t even know how to professionally format a play. Nevertheless, my characters kept me company. And kept me up at night. 

While I had my degree in journalism and found work at the New York newspaper with its regrettably small salary, I also came with my plays, and a few introductions from my theatre professor to random people he knew in the city. If journalism failed me, I was willing to work any job in the theatre. When my second newspaper job evaporated, I was hired at the Washington Irving Theatre. I was willing to do nearly anything. Anything not overtly illegal or immoral. Well, not immoral, anyway. Okay, not very immoral.

After two years at the W. I., my head was stuffed with lessons learned. I’d read hundreds of (mostly) bad scripts. I’d attended hundreds of rehearsals and witnessed directors and actors screaming at each other. I’d gone to every free seat-filling performance I could, not just at the W. I., but all over the Theatre District. I focused on the people who could assist me on my own plays. And I submitted scripts to agents, to theatres, to directors and producers.

Rejection is never easy and all my plays were rejected. Until I let go of all the rules. I tried too hard to please everyone and accordingly pleased no one, not even myself. They were too nice—my plays, that is. They were too polite. I know that now.

I had made it to New York full of dreams and cautious apprehension. To land a job in a Real Theatre was beyond amazing. And because nothing paid very well, I might as well work in the theatre, a place I loved, where I could see plays for free, and read other plays. Piles and piles of plays. Sometimes blessings are a double-edged sword.

I had a few qualms about leaving journalism, which had its own crazed energy, but I figured I could always go back. In case Leaving Alamogordo flopped, I hoped I’d be welcomed back at a newspaper. Some newspaper, somewhere. The pay was roughly as impoverishing as working at the W. I. anyway.

The truth is I was terrified that if Leaving Alamogordo failed, the glorious Washington Irving Theatre would let me go. Theatre people are superstitious, and once tainted by a flop, the W. I. would try to bury the very mention of it. And me with it. I prayed my show would not close early, and find at least a moderate success, which would embarrass neither me nor the Irv. I hadn’t grappled with the idea that it could be more than a moderate success, except in my fantasies, but fantasies can take you away from reality.

I pushed those thoughts away, along with Scavullo, the pocket watch, the blue-eyed Brit named Chase, and the whole shooting match. I returned to rewriting my ending and added a second kiss for luck, hoping my stars had the sexual chemistry to make it all work. 

It’s all up to you now, Clarissa.
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“YOU CAN’T DO THIS TO me,” Clarissa wailed right on cue, her dark eyes filling with tears. Tears were a talent of hers, almost a parlor trick. The very thought of new lines spun her into a panic. “I can’t memorize any more words. My brain is full!”

I stopped myself from making a crack at the expense of her brain’s capacity. Before I could say she was simply a pretty parrot and she should just say the lines, Andras stepped in.

“Clarissa, my pet, you will be magnificent. Only a few lines. And you get the last line.”

“The last line? Really?” She gazed up at her director with hope in her eyes, even though I was the one who wielded the pen. The last line is the one that can take a play over the top. It’s the line that lingers in the mind of the audience. Or at least it should linger. 

Rehearsal was arduous. The set had finally been erected, with actual furniture instead of tape on the floor, the actors more interested in navigating the new obstacles than listening to the rewrites. They were forgetting their lines. They were on edge. All the chair-and-sofa-and desk moving kicked up dust on the stage, making me glad I’d changed into my trousers and sweater, my work clothes. My rehearsal togs sent an unspoken message to the cast that I meant business. It was always good to show people who wears the pants. Me. Besides, the theatre was chilly. My slacks kept my legs warm as I paced back and forth listening to the lines.

“I’m not saying you don’t deserve to be shot by an anarchist,” Clarissa declaimed as Annabelle. “I’m saying I should be the one to plug you! For all the trouble you’ve given me, you disgusting rat.” 

“Hold it, Clarissa,” I said, “I’m cutting that line.” 

“I like that line.”

“It’s too long. I have a different line for you. The final action of the play is now yours.”

“I don’t understand. William kisses me.” William was Annabelle’s editor and boss, played by Todd Andrews. 

“No, you kiss him,” I broke in. “You take the reins, Clarissa. You have the last line and the last action. You take control of that kiss. Like a tigress.”

“That’s pretty daring,” Todd said. “But if you’re game, darling, I’m with you.” I knew Todd was dizzy over his leading lady. Todd looked great on stage, but he was a pushover for Clarissa.

“How daring? Like Jean Harlow daring?” She flashed her heavy lashes at him. “Do I dare, darling?”

“When don’t you dare?” Todd said. They shared a look that left very little to the imagination. Their chemistry could only help the show. I let Annabelle keep her old line, in another place. She’d already learned it. The “daring” new ending clicked. We were in business.

My heroine Annabelle, though daring, was not as polite as I try to be. I am unfailingly polite most of the time. I never lie, and I always try to return lost watches to men who are about to die. That last thought depressed me. Even though Dante Scavullo apparently was a mobster, I felt terrible that he suffered such an ignominious ending, and I felt sorry for Juliette Scavullo.

I watched Clarissa and Todd work out their choreography for the new final kiss. This was more rewarding than facing up to real life. Leaving Alamogordo was my what-the-hell play, the one I decided to write for myself using the stage tricks I’d observed, and I borrowed a few legends of the rough-and-tumble western frontier and its lady reporters like Polly Pry. I finally stopped trying to please everyone else, or anyone else for that matter. I wrote about a smart female reporter with behavior unbecoming a lady. I used a lot of snappy dialogue. And I was letting her seize the moment and kiss the guy. Pretty daring. Still, I knew it was a stroke of luck that Leaving Alamogordo was opening at the Irv.

In my comedy, Annabelle struggles for notice and acceptance at her newspaper job. She gets sidelined as the ‘society reporter.’ When a young bride is suspected of killing her husband, none of the male reporters can get a word out of her, and the cops can’t arrest her for lack of evidence. Only society reporter Anabelle can get close to her. She pays a woman-to-woman visit with the delicate suspect and returns with the whole bloody murder scoop. In exchange, Annabelle demands a hard news beat of her own. Comedy ensues, and at the climax of the play she must defend her editor against the society bride’s anarchist lover (and co-conspirator). Annabelle grabs the gun that William, her editor, keeps in his desk drawer, takes down the villain, and saves William’s life. Andras and I had come up with the idea of staging the big confrontation using their rolling office chairs, making a comical racket as the actors raced each other around the stage on wheels.

It was very funny, obviously. 

We struggled over the final rewritten lines, and over their staging. The would-be lovers at the end of the play are now faced with a role reversal. Editor William wants to kiss Annabelle, he’s falling for her, but he’s embarrassed that she just saved his hide. The scene took a while to choreograph amid the actors’ whines, complaints that life (and the theatre) was unfair, noisy careening office chairs, narrowly avoiding tumbling into the orchestra pit—and then the cast’s final acceptance that maybe it was a good idea after all. 

William/Todd scurries away from her in his chair, while Annabelle/Clarissa rides hers like a chariot, chasing him around the torn-up newsroom. They declare their feelings, shouting at each other, and Annabelle finally corners him, leaps onto his lap, and takes her triumphant kiss.

William: You were just about to shoot me! Now you want to kiss me?

Annabelle: Calm down, lover boy. I can do both.

She kisses him again, longer. Curtain. Cue wild applause. 

Take that, blue-eyed stranger, I thought.

This ending felt right, even though Andras had to interrupt the last long kiss with some notes. There was a feeling in the dusty stage air that, as exhausted and dirty as we all were, we had found the sweet spot in the play. That final feeling of aha. The play wasn’t run in yet, but I had hopes that by opening night, it would work. It better.

I exhaled and wiped my forehead, just smearing the grime. 

“All right, it’s not as terrible as I thought it would be.” Clarissa/Annabelle grinned at me. “It’s good, Esmé. You could’ve come up with it sooner than this close to opening night, but it’s good.” 

“Don’t be such a misery, Clarissa,” Andras said. “The best plays come together at the last minute, if you’re lucky. We just got lucky today.” 

Clarissa laughed and the rest of cast joined her. 

“Better than lucky, we got Esmé,” Todd replied to much hilarity.

I could have kissed him, but I didn’t. There had been enough kissing today. I agreed that we got lucky, but I wondered, would we have gotten lucky if I hadn’t been thinking about that other kiss all day? That kiss in the closet? And the smug Brit in the pinstriped suit?

The relief I felt roll off my shoulders in that moment was marred by my brush with death that morning. Unfortunately, there are no pure moments in life. You never find pure joy or pure excitement or are graced with pure relief. I was acutely aware of how much work it had taken to get to this point, and this moment right here, right now, was so sweet, but the critics could still hammer it into splinters. And sudden death can still find you anywhere, anytime. Even in a school closet.

I wanted a few pure sweet moments of joy, damn it! However, I had no more strength in my shoulders. I could barely lift my fountain pen. We ended the evening in a state of congenial détente. I agreed not to add any more lines, and they promised to learn the words and refrain from changing them. We all left, director, cast, and me, turning off everything but the ghost light.

It was late. I was both exhausted and keyed up. Too keyed up to sleep. I wanted to walk home the many blocks to the Upper West Side where I lived, to work it off. I debated taking the subway, but I didn’t want to slip beneath the surface of the street at this time of night. 

I felt safe wearing my trousers and an old cap to hide my hair
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