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The Player

 

 

By Joe Cosentino

Player Piano Mysteries

 

When young music teacher Andre Beaufort discovers an antique player piano in the basement of his apartment building, he is visited by the ghost of the original owner: a dapper and charismatic playboy from the Roaring Twenties, Freddy Birtwistle.

Andre has never seen a ghost and Freddy has never been one, so they get off to a rocky start. But when Andre finds his neighbor murdered on his doorstep, he and Freddy join forces to narrow the pool of suspects.

Soon Andre and Freddy discover that opposites attract, even if one’s alive and the other dead. Together these amateur detectives make an enticing team, and it’s a good thing too, because the first murder they solve together won’t be their last. But the real mystery isn’t just whodunit—it’s how a romance between a man and a ghost can have a happily ever after ending.

 

The Player contains two stand-alone cozy murder mysteries, The City House and The Country House.
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The City House




Chapter One

 

 

THE PLAYER piano stood upright, demanding my attention and beckoning me toward it. Having an MA in Music, specializing in the Roaring Twenties era, I could tell it was a genuine pianola authentic to the period. It was handcrafted from maple, mahogany, and spruce with an elaborate leaf-pattern molding. Aunt Nia stood next to me in the corner of the basement with her hand planted firmly on her ample hip. Her familiar scent of coconut soap permeated my senses.

“Andre Beaufort, are you going to stare at that dusty old piano while the entire apartment building floats into the Hudson River?” My aunt missed her calling as an actress.

“How long has this pianola been here?” I asked.

“I’d say since the year of the flood, but with this leaky pipe, I don’t want to tempt the fates.” She handed me a roll of Teflon duct tape, led me to the ladder, and pushed me by my behind up to the top. “You get that bubble butt from my side.” She giggled.

My father, French Canadian, and my mother, African American, had died with my baby brother in a car crash when I was four years old. My mom’s sister had raised me ever since in the building she managed, an Art Deco mansion converted into an apartment building. I had lived in apartment 1B with Aunt Nia until my twenty-first birthday. For the last four years, I’ve exerted my independence and lived on my own—in apartment 3A—a walk-up that keeps my legs toned and my inherited butt firm. As I ripped a piece of thick tape off the roll, I asked Aunt Nia, “Shouldn’t you call a plumber?”

“I did, but he’s booked until the end of July.” Looking authoritarian in her peach ankara maxi dress and matching bib collar necklace, Aunt Nia announced, “The tape should hold for a month.”

“Is that all right with the owner of the building?”

“Who knows?”

“How can you work for someone you’ve never met?”

Still beautiful at fifty-five, Aunt Nia shook her head, and long dreads formed a halo around her smooth face. “I get my monthly check, and the bills are paid. So Florida’s Tzar Me In Corporation is all good by me.”

“But shouldn’t they know about this?”

“What the owner doesn’t know won’t hurt him—or me. I’ll email ‘office’ about it.”

I wrapped the tape around the pipe and the leak stopped. “Maybe I should have been a plumber.”

She snickered. “You’d make more money.”

“True, but you know I love teaching.” I grinned. “Now that it’s the end of June.”

“I hear that.” Aunt Nia, who was a high school guidance counselor, chuckled as she helped me down the ladder.

As a grade school music teacher, it was fulfilling to share my love for music with children, teaching them about history, culture, self-expression, emotion, and different sounds to calm and delight. However, with so much state-required administrative work thrust upon me lately, fewer children labeled “gifted and talented,” and pushy parents demanding their tone-deaf and entitled children have solos in the school’s spring concert, I was in dire need of my summer break.

After handing my aunt the roll of tape, I was drawn back to the player piano. Sitting on the dusty bench, I sneezed and then placed my feet on the pedals. The center section at my eye level was open, so I could see the roll of preprogrammed music on perforated paper. It was a George Gershwin song from 1926: “Someone to Watch Over Me.” As I pressed the pedals, a few familiar notes played. “It still works!” I rose and lifted the top of the bench. “Aunt Nia, there are nine more rolls of music in here! Who owns this?”

“It must have been left here by the original owner in the 1930s. The building has changed ownership a few times since then. I guess nobody wanted it. I can’t say that I blame them.”

“Can I have it?”

She sniggered. “Are you going to haul this old thing into your classroom at school?”

With most of my school’s budget going to sports, I was forced to use an old soccer net and coach’s whistle to create the latest new musical instrument for my class. However, though my students would enjoy the pianola a great deal, they’d no doubt break it, trying to stuff a music roll down each other’s throats. “Can I bring it to my apartment?”

She cocked her head at me. “How are you going to get a piano up three flights of stairs?”

In my canary polo shirt and tight jeans, I glanced down at my lean and cut body. “My recent torture sessions at the gym will come in handy. And Victor can help me.”

She shrugged. “Whatever floats your boat. And now that the leak is stopped, nothing is going to float around here.”

I kissed her smooth, dark cheek. “Thanks, auntie.”

She kissed mine back. “You can host dinner tonight at your place to thank me.”

“It’s a date.”

After climbing the basement stairs two at a time, I was about to enter the first floor when I heard raised voices. I peered around the stairwell at Alexandria Popov Sokol standing in front of apartment 1A. The tall, thin, gorgeous young woman was dressed impeccably in a wisteria business suit adorned by gold leaf jewelry. Alexandria had lived in the building with her husband for five years, yet I hardly knew the woman. Opposite her stood Hunter Buck, tall, about forty, with long bleached-blond hair. His white tank top and shorts packaged an incredibly sculpted, spray-tanned body. It had been crush at first sight for me when Hunter moved into apartment 2C three years prior. However, talking to the guy ended that fast.

His contact lens capri-blue eyes homed in on Alexandria. “Why are you doing this? Are you trying to destroy me?”

“You don’t need my help with that. You’re doing just fine on your own.”

“Meaning?”

She flicked back her long blond hair. “You misbehaved, Hunter.”

He leaned into her. “I thought we were misbehaving together.”

Alexandria reached into her purse. “Not anymore. You saw to that.” She raised a key to her door.

Hunter grabbed her wrist. “Don’t do this to me, Alexandria.”

She wiggled free. “It’s business.”

“Yeah, you’re giving me the business all right.”

Her tiffany-blue eyes widened. “This is not the way I wanted it.”

“Then stop this!”

“No can do. As they say, you reap what you sow.” She unlocked her door.

“Alexandria, wait. Let’s talk about this.”

“I think we’ve both said enough.” She disappeared inside her apartment.

Hunter stormed up the stairs.

As I walked down the first-floor hallway and exited the building, I couldn’t help wondering what was going on between Hunter and Alexandria. Outside it was a mild, clear day in Hoboken, New Jersey, as cotton candy clouds dotted the cyan sky. Soon forgetting about my neighbors’ squabble, I passed various shops and restaurants. Then I hurried into the grocery store and did some shopping. Still excited about finding the player piano, I blurted aloud between the produce and canned foods aisles, “The pianola will fit perfectly between the fireplace and the bookcase!” After paying for the groceries with bags in hand, my next stop was the antique store where I had purchased most of the furniture for my apartment. The owner looked over his bifocals and smiled at my entrance. “Sorry, Andre. I don’t have anything new for you today.”

“Hi, Chester. I’m not here to buy Art Deco pieces.” I blurted out, “I found a 1920s pianola in our basement!”

The elderly man couldn’t contain his excitement. “It must have belonged to the original owner, back when your apartment building was a mansion!”

“What was the original owner’s name?”

He glared at me. “I’m not that old, however, I believe it was the Birtwistle family.” An art historian, Chester straightened his bow tie and sweater vest, always happy to share historical gossip. “The Birtwistles were quite wealthy. They made their money in the railroads. The parents and daughter died of influenza shortly after the stock market crashed.”

“Who lived in the mansion then?”

“The son, Frederick. Very good-looking. A notorious man about town.” He coughed. “Quite the playboy. He died on his thirtieth birthday.”

“Of influenza?”

He shook his bald head. “A jealous lover shot him.”

“Is Frederick the one who bought the player piano?”

“I assume so. Freddy was quite a fan of music and dancing.” He leaned forward and whispered, “Rumor has it Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, and George Gershwin were his ‘close friends.’” Winking at me, the little man added, “If you know what I mean.”

I nodded. “It must have been Freddy’s heir who sold the building.”

He giggled. “Freddy never married. I believe a distant cousin inherited and sold the manse to a private owner. The place was converted into apartments in 1955 and then bought by the Tzar Me In Corporation in 1994.” Rubbing his small hands together, he asked, “Does the pianola still play?”

“Yes! And it has ten rolls of music!”

Chester sighed contentedly. “They don’t make them like that nowadays.”

“They don’t make player pianos nowadays period.”

“And what a pity.” He lifted an antique pen. “I’ll take it off your hands for five hundred dollars.”

“No sale. I’m bringing it up to my apartment today.”

“Good for you.” He smiled. “Enjoy the pianola.”

“Thanks, Chester. I plan to.”

After leaving the antique store with groceries still in hand, I hurried through the two blocks back to our apartment building, where I admired the tall, regal structure of white and silver with numerous bayed balconies of delicately molded wrought iron in the French tradition. Upon opening the front door, I again heard two people arguing. Pausing at the entrance to the first floor, I noticed Alexandria and her husband, Denis Sokolov, standing in their open doorway.

Denis, tall and muscular with brooding dark eyes, rammed his hands into the pockets of his black leather jacket. “You don’t mean that!”

“I’m finally saying exactly what I mean.”

“How can you do this? To me?”

Alexandria sighed. “Denis, please try to understand. Things change. People change.”

“I haven’t changed.” He reached out for her. “And you haven’t either. Not inside.”

“I wish that were true.”

Denis ran a shaky hand through his thick dark locks. “Alex, we were both too focused on our work. So you made a mistake. Now we’re going through a rough time. But you’re still my baby. We can work through this thing… together.”

She pulled away. “It’s what’s best, Denis.”

“Not for me. And not for you either.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Well you’re not succeeding!”

“Please, try to understand. After everything that’s happened—”

“I don’t care what’s happened. And I’ll never understand!” He stormed out of the apartment, brushed by me, and left the building.

My best friend, Victor Martinez, scurried down the stairs, his short, stocky body housed in a burgundy T-shirt and jeans. Spotting Alexandria at her doorway, he hurried over to her. “Hi, Alexandria.”

She nodded and began to close her door.

Victor held it open. “Have you heard anything?” He offered her a winning smile.

“This isn’t a good time.”

“I agree. It’s never a good time for an actor, except when he’s acting—or auditioning. Unless he doesn’t get the job.” He guffawed too dramatically. “So, any news about my audition for your show?”

“No.”

“No news?”

“No need. A TV star from LA was cast in the role.”

He thought fast. “Can I audition for the understudy?”

“That’s not possible.”

“Can’t you put in a good word for me?”

“Not anymore.”

“But you promised!”

She glared at him. “Here are four good words… of advice for you. Get over this show. I have.” She closed the door.

Victor gasped and ran back up the stairs.

I started off after him, but I paused at the landing when Preston Steele entered the building and knocked on Alexandria’s door. The handsome new vice principal of my school had recently moved into apartment 2A. When Alexandria opened the door, their blue eyes met, and he handed her a white envelope.

“You didn’t need to come here on your lunch break.”

He unbuttoned the jacket of his designer suit, releasing sculpted pecs barely contained by his white dress shirt. “Yes, I did.”

“Thanks.”

His foot caught the door before she closed it. “Is everything all right between us?”

“It is now.” Alexandria unleashed a stunning white smile. “You’re very talented, you know.”

He blushed. “You noticed?”

“I noticed.” As if daring him, Alexandria said, “See you soon.”

I headed up the stairs to the third floor and stopped at the familiar black door with the 3A imprinted on it. After unlocking the door, I scanned the living room clockwise from the doorway, admiring the antique-store purchases that were a result of emptying my bank account and bartering with Chester. I smiled appreciatively at the Gustavian scalloped pedestal and side table, bookcase, tiered mirror over the screened fireplace, a turquoise chaise facing two wide armchairs and an end table decorated with an aloe vera plant from Aunt Nia all in the balconied bay window. A tall silver lamp, a wall mural depicting piano players from the 1920s, two statues of singers from the period, and a baby grand piano caused me to beam with pride. Finally, in the dining alcove, a mahogany table and chairs with a waterfall buffet still made my heart flutter. To my delight, the Art Deco character of the room was also evident in the busy silver-and-azure wallpaper, silver wall sconces, crystal chandelier on the arched ceiling, round-topped doorways to the bedroom and bathroom, and silver crown-like molding.

After making my way through the living room, I landed in the kitchenette, which had originally been a bar. The long mahogany structure remained as a counter, to which I had added two stools. I put my groceries in the refrigerator and inside the mahogany cabinets. Then, concerned about my friend, I hurried back through the living room, ran down the hall, and knocked on the door of 3C. When there was no answer, I called out, “Victor?”

A few moments later, the door slowly opened, revealing my best friend’s red swollen eyes.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” He blinked back tears.

I stepped into the living room. Though Victor’s apartment was laid out like mine, the décor was contemporary thrift shop. I sat him next to me on the lumpy brown sofa. Victor Martinez was my age. However, over the year we had known each other, I had often felt like his older brother. Putting my arm around him, I pushed the mop of black hair off his olive-colored forehead and gazed into his emerald eyes. “I overheard you talking to Alexandria Popov Sokolov in the hallway. Tell me about it, buddy.”

A drama queen onstage and off, Victor sucked in a melodramatic breath. “You know I’m not one to go on about myself.”

“You sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

He nodded stoically.

“All right.”

He bellowed, “Why weren’t my parents Lucy and Desi? Or Vincent Minelli and Judy Garland? Lady Gaga and Obama?”

“They never had a child.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Actually, I don’t.”

“If my parents had been celebrities, I would have had my career handed to me. But no, my folks had to be a Cuban businessman and a WASP businesswoman hellbent on me making my own way in the world.”

“Is this about your parents in Florida?”

“Did you have to remind me of Florida?” The tears rolled down his full cheeks.

“What’s wrong with Florida?”

“Nothing! When I lived there, I acted in theme parks.”

“Playing cartoon characters in costumes that gave you a heat rash and dehydration.”

“Yes! And after rubbing pizza on my face, I did an infomercial as someone with terminal acne.” He sighed. “Those were the days.”

“But you left St. Petersburg to start an acting career in New York City.”

“A year ago!”

“It takes time.”

“Or it doesn’t happen at all!”

“Is that about Alexandria?”

He wiped his face against the sleeve of his T-shirt. “A few days ago, I ran into Alexandria in the hallway, and I told her about my life and career in Florida. Alexandria said she was coproducing a Broadway show about Latino people in Florida!” He added quickly, “So, of course I asked her for an audition.”

I sat back on the sofa. “What went wrong?”

He sniffled. “When I didn’t hear back from Alexandria about an audition, I accidentally ran into her again—after I camped out at her apartment doorway all day yesterday.” Sighing, he added, “And madam coproducer again promised me an audition. We even talked some more about my family in Florida. But today she wanted nothing to do with me.”

I gave him a hug. “I guess you can’t compete with a TV star from LA. Sorry, buddy.”

Resting his head on my shoulder, he slobbered into my ear. “I’m a has-been before I ever became a once-was.”

I grasped his wide shoulders. “Victor, give it more time. You were terrific as Agent Orange Spray in that Off-Off-Broadway musical about the Vietnam War. And you were really good as the leaky condom in that public service announcement on STDs.”

He whined, “But I just missed out on a Broadway show!”

“There will be other Broadway shows.”

“Not when I know one of the producers.”

“Knowing a producer didn’t help you in this instance.”

“Clearly. And Alexandria had promised me an audition!” His eyes seemed to double in size as he gasped for air. “Oh no. I think… I’m going to have… a panic attack!”

“No, you’re not!” I rose and pulled him to his feet. “Look me in the eyes.”

Victor obeyed my command.

“Other opportunities will come along with other producers, directors, and writers. But for now, do you know the best remedy for feeling rejected?”

He shook his head and sprayed me with tears.

“Helping other people—like your best friend.”

Still gasping, he asked, “What do you… want me to… do?”

“Stop thinking about Alexandria’s play and follow me.” I led him out of the apartment. “Count each step going down.” As we made our way down the three flights of stairs to the basement, Victor followed the technique I had read about in a magazine for relieving a panic attack. By the time we reached the basement, he was in better spirits. When we reached the player piano, I said, “Aunt Nia said I can have this. It was left here by the original owner of the building. We need to get it up to my apartment.”

He laughed ironically. “You and me and which professional piano movers?”

“Victor, we’ve both been working out at the gym.”

“To attract men, not to move pianos.”

“Since it hasn’t achieved the former, let’s see how we do with the latter.” I bent my knees, braced my back, and lifted the front end of the pianola. “Take the other side.”

He obeyed orders again. “How are we going to get it up to the third floor?”

“In the same way you’re going to become a famous actor and continue warding off panic attacks—one step at a time.”

Victor and I lugged the piano up one flight of stairs, rested and swore, and then we hauled it up the next flight. By the time we arrived at the third floor, we were both soaking wet, gasping for air, and swearing more than Catholic kids after going to Confession. Finally, we squeezed the pianola through the doorway of my apartment and placed it in the living room between the bookcase and fireplace.

Victor leaned on the pianola. “You owe me for this, Andre.”

“How about staying for dinner?”

His stomach growled. “You twisted my arm.”

“Which goes along with your twisted mind.” I led him to the front door. “Wash up, change your clothes, and get back here in an hour. My aunt is joining us.”

Pausing, he asked, “Does she know any producers?”

“No, but Aunt Nia was once married to Treyvon Purnell, a professional football player.”

“Not my field. But I’ll come for dinner.” He slumped out of the apartment.

I summoned up my last ounce of energy and headed down the stairs again. Arriving at the first-floor landing, I spotted Milo Archer, the college kid renting the loft apartment on the fourth floor, standing in the hallway. His arms were covered with tattoos, and his pierced ears, nose, and lips were laden with silver spikes. Practically bursting with rage out of his ripped gray T-shirt and jeans, he shouted to the ether, “Revolution!” Then he stormed out of the building.

When I arrived at the basement, I grasped the player piano bench. Then I made my way up the stairs, pausing again at the first-floor landing. Victor stood in front of apartment 1A with tears streaming down his full cheeks.

Alexandria was next to him. Now she wore a gamboge blouse and rust skirt. Offering him a tissue, she asked, “Why are you crying?”

Victor wiped his face. “I think you know why.”

Smiling, Alexandria said, “You must be mistaking me for my twin sister.”

“You’re Alexander?”

“Yes. From 1C.”

“Why are you dressed like your sister?”

Alexander smiled. “Habit, I guess. We played this way as kids growing up.” He cocked his head. “Does it bother you?”

“No.” Victor added, “I think you look very nice.”

“Thanks.” Alexander rested a hand on his shoulder. “You still haven’t told me why you’re crying.”

Victor nodded. “Alexandria promised me an audition for her show.”

“That sounds exciting.”

“It would have been, had it happened. Instead they cast an actor from LA.”

“Ah. Sorry.”

“Thanks.” Victor continued to pout.

Alexander said, “I’d audition you if I were producing a show.”

“Are you?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Oh.” Victor sulked.

Alexander offered him a warm grin. “I’m sure rejection isn’t easy. But I’m guessing it’s part of an actor’s life.”

“Especially this actor.”

“I’m a lawyer, and I’ve faced my share of rejection too.”

“By clients?”

“And judges or juries when I lose a case.” Alexander squeezed his shoulder. “Unfortunately, life is full of rejection, no matter how much we try to avoid it.”

Victor sighed. “I didn’t even try to avoid it.”

“Alexandria should have kept her promise.”

Victor nodded. “Agreed.” He started off. Then pausing, he said, “I’ve lived here a year, but I’ve never talked to you. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too.” Alexander winked at him. “Let’s try to correct that for the future.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

They shared a smile.

Denis Sokolov entered the building. When he spotted Alexander, Denis said, “Alex, we need to talk.”

I found it odd that Denis Sokolov called both his wife and brother-in-law “Alex.”

Alexander said to Victor, “It was nice talking to you.” Then he led his brother-in-law into apartment 1C and closed the door after them.

I was glad Victor seemed in better spirits. So I carried the bench up to my apartment and placed it adjacent to the pianola. Then I hurried to the bathroom for a quick shower. In my bedroom, I slipped on a violet polo shirt and jeans. After making my way to the kitchenette, I pulled the feather duster, furniture polish, and a cloth out of the lower cabinet. Back in the living room, I cleaned the pianola and bench until the dust and cobwebs disappeared and the wood shined. “You’re beautiful, player piano!”

Next, I hit the kitchen to make Aunt Nia’s favorite dessert. I didn’t bother cooking the entrée, since I knew inviting my aunt to dinner meant she would bring all the food.

Soon after, with my peach cobbler still in the oven, we were all seated in my dining alcove enjoying Aunt Nia’s succulent mango smoothies, okra with shrimp, skillet cornbread, twice-baked yams, maple-roasted brussels sprouts, and coconut milk-braised collard greens. Victor lamented about Alexandria Popov Sokolov reneging on his audition. When his tale of woe was completed for the evening performance, Victor wiped his eyes with the cloth napkin and placed it on the table dramatically. I was surprised he didn’t rise and take a bow.

Aunt Nia shook her head. “I don’t like that woman.”

I had never heard Aunt Nia speak against one of her tenants. “Why don’t you like Alexandria Popov Sokolov?”

“She seems cold and haughty,” Aunt Nia replied.

I said, “Maybe she’s shy.”

Aunt Nia groaned between bites. “Not with the men in the building.” She slid to the edge of her seat. “And her twin brother, Alexander in 1C, isn’t much better.”

“What do you have against him?”

“He leaves his door unlocked, playing music, and he slams the door as he goes in and out.”

“He seems like a nice guy,” Victor interjected. When my aunt looked at him inquisitively, he explained, “Alexander found me earlier in the hallway upset about my audition. He was nice to me.”

“Alexander is a lawyer.” Aunt Nia poo-pooed him. “He was probably looking for potential new clients in the building.” She took a swig of her smoothie to wash down the food. “And Alexandria and her husband, Denis, were late paying their rent last month. He’s a struggling mystery novelist, so I could understand him having money problems. But Alexandria is a successful businesswoman. So, when I spotted Alexandria in the hallway a few weeks ago, I asked her about the rent. Only it wasn’t Alexandria. Same long blond hair, crystal blue eyes, thin figure, and long legs. But when I spoke to her, she replied, ‘I’m not Alexandria. I’m Alexander. From 1C.’ So I asked him why he was wearing his sister’s cherry business suit. He said, ‘It’s what we do sometimes.’ And then he went on his way.”

I said to my aunt, “How Alexander dresses is his business.”

“True, but he didn’t have to be cocky about it.” Digging back into her food, she added, “And Alexandria is racist.”

I choked. “How do you know that?”

Aunt Nia put down her fork. “When I finally found Alexandria, the real one, and I asked her about the rent money, she said, ‘My husband pays the bills.’”

Victor cocked his head. “That may be sexist, but it doesn’t sound racist.”

“It isn’t.” Aunt Nia explained, “But when I asked Alexandria why her husband pays the bills, she asked me, ‘Are you married?’ I told her I’m divorced. She replied, ‘I can see why.’”

I stifled a giggle. “That’s not racist, Aunt Nia.”

“No, but her final comment was. She said, ‘It must have been rough for you being a single mother. I’m guessing you had trouble paying the rent at some point.’ As if all women of color are poor single mothers! Not to say there is anything wrong with being a single mother or poor. But Alexandria evidently thinks there is!” Aunt Nia folded her thick arms over her ample chest as if a prosecuting attorney finished with summation.

I cleared my throat. “Aunt Nia, the Sokolovs have lived here five years. Since I was in your apartment until I was twenty-one, Alexandria probably thinks you’re my mother.”

“I am your mother!” Aunt Nia shot me a haughty stare.

“Of course you are.” I kissed her cheek. “But you’re not my birth mother.”

Aunt Nia took my hand and told the story I’d heard so many times. “When the police came to my door… about your parents and your little brother, I thought my life had ended. I don’t think I ever cried so loud or for so long. My husband had left me, and I was totally alone without my baby sister and the family she adored. I thought about ending my own life. But then the social worker brought you to me.” She blinked back tears. “My little nephew, only four years old. You couldn’t understand why your mommy, daddy, and brother were gone. But when you saw your Aunt Nia, you ran into my arms, and you didn’t want me to let go.” She wiped a tear off her cheek. “And I never have.”

I squeezed her hand. “You’re right, Aunt Nia. You’re my mother.”

She smiled.

Victor added, “And you can be my mother too.”

Aunt Nia chuckled. “I can’t be a mother to everybody in the building.”

“But you love all of us.” Victor added, “Like we’re a family.”

Aunt Nia grunted, “As long as people pay the rent on time.” She added under her breath, “And they don’t insult me.”

“Did the Sokolovs ever pay their rent?” I asked.

She nodded. “Two days later. But I still don’t like her.”

Recalling what I’d seen in the hallway, I said, “I think the Sokolovs are going through a rough time. Maybe we should give them a pass.”

“I’m with Aunt Nia.” Victor continued to wallow in his audition woes. “I don’t like anyone who reneges on an audition promise.”

Aunt Nia ended his pity party. “There will be other auditions, Victor. And acting isn’t the only thing in the world.” Turning to me, she added, “Music isn’t either, Andre.” Wagging her finger at us, she continued, “The trouble with you boys is you aren’t dating.”

I explained, “We tried that once. It didn’t work.”

“I meant dating other people!”

Rubbing my forehead, I replied, “I recently dated a couple of guys from the gym.”

“And?”

“They fell in love—with each other.”

“And forget me dating another actor.” Victor was totally oblivious. “Most actors are so self-centered, and they’re such drama queens!”

Aunt Nia grinned like the Cheshire cat. “Actually, Andre, you have a date Saturday night.”

I nearly lost my dinner. “With whom?”

“The new vice principal at your school,” she replied with a wink. “He’s picking you up at seven. It won’t be a long trip, since he just rented the apartment downstairs.”

“You set me up on a date with Preston Steele?” I asked.

Aunt Nia nodded. “He said you were ‘very nice.’”

Victor glared at me. “You never told me about him!”

“There’s not much to tell. Preston recently replaced our old vice principal, who went on maternity leave,” I explained. “I barely know him.”

Aunt Nia waved away my concern. “He’s attractive, educated, and has a good job. When I showed him the apartment, he mentioned coming from the South, so he doesn’t know many people in this area. When he told me where he works, I told him you’re my nephew—and you live upstairs. He asked if you were single. I said you were. After he smiled, I asked him to pick you up at seven. Right after I told him that cute story about how you ran into the living room at five years old, naked as a jaybird, shouting, ‘I went woo-woo standing up!’”

Victor giggled. “On your date with Preston, you can show him how you urinate standing up.”

The sweat ran down my back. “Aunt Nia, I’ve hardly said two words to the man. What if we don’t have anything in common?”

Aunt Nia chortled. “You both work at the same school and live in the same building. You can start there.” She grabbed my arm. “And if he tries anything frisky on the first date, he’s going to answer to me.”

Turning the tables on my aunt, I said, “How come you haven’t dated anyone since your divorce? It’s been twenty-five years.”

“I know how many years it’s been! And I haven’t dated anyone because I had to raise you.”

“What’s your excuse now?”

She pointed to the pianola. “Any grown man who lugs that thing up three flights of stairs still needs supervision.”

“That’s for sure,” Victor said, rubbing his lower back.

Glaring at him, she added, “As does anyone who helps him!”

“Time for peach cobbler.” Making my escape, I headed into the kitchenette to serve the dessert.

Aunt Nia called out from the dining alcove, “Make it à la mode.”

I replied, “You’re lactose intolerant.”

“Just in my own apartment.”

After we finished dessert, I thanked Aunt Nia and Victor again for helping me with the pianola. At the front door, she kissed my cheek. “Don’t stay up all night playing with your new toy, like you did when I got you that Ken doll.”

“I was six years old.”

“Which explains a lot,” Victor said.

I gave my buddy a hug. “Thanks for picking up the rear.”

Aunt Nia grabbed Victor’s ear. “No off-color remarks from you, mister.”

He rubbed his sore shoulders. “No worries. It’s a hot bath for me. And a good cry about the audition and the end of my career.”

After they were gone, I cleared the table, did the dishes, and made my way through the living room to the balcony door. Once outside, I enjoyed my favorite time of day—sunset. The sky swirled bursts of scarlet and amethyst, as if the sky gods were modern artists. I glanced over at the balcony of 3B next door and couldn’t help noticing Leander Bryce inside conducting his usual nightly routine. He was quite muscular, with auburn hair and beard and a prominent nose. Wearing only boxers and a white T-shirt, the thirty-three-year-old college film professor cleaned the lenses of his cameras. Then I enjoyed watching him complete a series of exercises with hand weights: squats, curls, reverse curls, bent-over row, flies, and dead lift. As usual, he smiled and waved, and I happily returned both. Though we weren’t friends, Leander was a pleasant, quiet neighbor. Not to mention, he was incredibly hot. I enjoyed watching him, and he seemed to enjoy watching me enjoying him.

Since the sky had turned cobalt, I stepped back inside my apartment and finally had the opportunity to play my pianola. Sitting on the bench, I placed my feet on the pedals and pushed down. The 1924 Gershwin song, “Someone to Watch Over Me,” filled the room. At the last verse, the room suddenly became ice-cold. The lights flickered, and the smell of champagne permeated the air around me. I shot up from my seat in fear. As I raced toward the front door, I heard a silky masculine voice behind me. “What are you doing in my house?”

The room spun around me as tiny silver stars in my eyes turned to blackness.




Chapter Two

 

 

THE EARLY morning sun covered me like a gold leaf gently falling from the sky. Yawning, I rested my back against the Art Deco fanned silver headboard of my king-size bed. Glancing at the mirror over the adjacent matching bureau, I realized I was in my T-shirt and briefs. Scratching at my bedhead, I slid off the violet comforter and made my way to the window seat. Plopping down, I took in the sky forming a cyan canopy over the busy city street, sparkling Hudson River, and New York City skyline in the distance. “Was what happened last night a dream? How did I get here from the living room?” Shaking myself fully awake, I lumbered into the bathroom for a shave and shower. Returning to the bedroom, I threw on a sapphire polo shirt and jeans and headed into the kitchenette to make breakfast. Then sitting on the stool at the counter, I ate my oatmeal. “Did Chester’s story about the original owner of the pianola cause me to hallucinate? Sleepwalk?”

Again, I found myself drawn to the player piano in the living room. After grasping a different roll from inside the bench, I switched it with the one at the face of the pianola, sat down, and pedaled. “Night and Day,” written by Cole Porter in 1932, played boldly. Again the room turned cold, the lights flickered, and my nostrils filled with the scent of champagne. An icy feeling crept up my back, and my heart pounded wildly.

The satiny voice asked, “Why are you playing my piano?”

I sat frozen at the pianola.

“Cat got your tongue?”

I spun around slowly to find the most handsome man I had ever seen in my life standing over me. He was tall and lean with slicked-back jet-black hair, violet eyes, high cheekbones, a thin nose, and rosy cheeks. Though he had a youthful quality about him, I would place my visitor at about thirty years old. He was meticulously dressed in a pinstriped black suit and vest, white silk shirt, and gray suspenders with matching bow tie and silk pocket handkerchief. His shoes were shiny black patent leather with white spats. Even more interesting than his looks and wardrobe was his alluring bon vivant smile. I tried to speak, but my dry mouth forbade it. He sat next to me. I shivered as his broad shoulder pressed against mine. Since he was now pedaling, the song continued.

“James, that’s Cole’s real name, wrote this song for me.”

Everything came together in my mind. Gasping for air, I somehow managed to rasp out, “You’re Frederick Birtwistle!”

“Freddy the four-flusher to my friends who loan me jack.” He offered me a dazzling white smile.

“Four-flusher? Jack?”

“Ah, you don’t play poker. Pity. A four-flusher is a bluffer, and jack is money.”

I rubbed my forehead. “I must be dreaming.”

“No, you’re very much awake. Now.”

I swallowed hard. “Did you….”

He nodded, still pedaling. “I carried you to bed and took off your clothes.”

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” He winked at me. “Care to neck?”

I couldn’t believe a ghost had made a pass at me. “No!”

“Why not?”

“Because I barely know you.”

“Look here, I could have had my way with you last night, but I was a perfect gentleman, given the fact that you were unconscious. The least you can do now is repay me for my prior civility by engaging in a smooch session.”

I came nose to nose with him. “I’m not making out with a ghost. And an arrogant ghost at that.”

“So, I’m a ghost, am I?”

I nodded.

“Since you know your onions—”

I cocked my head. “Know my onions?”

“You know what’s going on. So, clue me in, will you?” He rested his long thin fingers on my knee. “I’m all ears.”

I rose slowly and backed away. “I know your father made his money in the railroads. You lived here in this house with him, your mother, and your sister, until they all died of influenza.”

He nodded sadly. “I miss them terribly.”

“Why didn’t you get influenza?”

He grinned. “It must have been all the alcohol I drank protecting me from the pox.” Rising, he added, “Speaking of alcohol, the giggle water has been removed from my bar. How’s a fellow supposed to get zozzled?”

“I don’t drink.”

“On the wagon, are you?”

“Oh no, I never liked the taste of alcohol.”

“It is definitely an acquired taste, which I was fortunate enough to acquire at a young age. And to keep acquiring into adulthood.”

I heard myself ask him, “What did you do for work?”

He gasped. “I never worked a day in my life.” He seemed proud of it.

“After your parents passed away, how did you afford this place?”

“I spent their inheritance.”

“And after that?”

He chuckled. “I became a dewdropper.”

“A dewdropper?”

“Yes, a mooch with wealthy and generous friends. Speaking of which, butt me?”

“Excuse me?”

A dimple appeared in his cheek. “Have a cig?”

“I don’t smoke.” Realizing the insanity of the situation, I added, “And neither do you, since you’re dead! You were shot on your thirtieth birthday!”

Freddy nodded. “A most inappropriate birthday present.” He leaned against the pianola. “It was a bum rap.” Gazing at the player piano, he added, “I remember sitting here pedaling while I told the gent his wife and I had never engaged in barneymugging. Nonetheless, I saw the gun, heard the shot, stared at the pianola, and everything went black. The next thing I knew, I felt myself being pulled out of the player piano while you were playing last night.”

“In what year were you shot?”

“1935, of course.”

Not believing it myself, I said, “Your spirit must have somehow gotten trapped inside the player piano. When I pedaled, you… appeared decades later. Like Aladdin rubbing his lamp to manifest the genii.”

Freddy shrugged. “That’s as good a supposition as any.” He grinned at me. “Maybe you do know your onions. Who are you?”

I found my full voice. “Andre Beaufort.”

“Are you a dewdropper too?”

“I’m a grade school music teacher.”

“Why are you living in my house?” He glanced around the room. “And I must say, I don’t care at all for what you’ve done with the place.”

I was surprised to feel offended by a ghost. “What’s wrong with my decorating?”

He gestured around the room. “Gustavian scalloped pedestal and side table? Why celebrate the kings of Sweden? I had a Swedish friend who was descended from royalty. He was incredibly generous with possessions but wildly possessive. Having dinner at his chalet from time to time was lovely, but I wasn’t about to move into his west wing, no matter how many servants, rings, gold cigarette cases, and silver walking sticks he gave me.” Moving to the fireplace, he said, “And that screen is faded.”

“Because it has survived decades.”

“So did I, but I’m not faded.”

“Actually, you are a bit, being a ghost.”

“I’m crystal clear.” He pointed upward. “Unlike that chandelier, which needs a good cleaning.”

“It’s hard to reach.”

“That’s what servants are for.”

“I don’t have any.”

“Then get some!”

“I can’t afford it. And even if I could, I wouldn’t be comfortable with people serving me.”

“Whyever not?”

“For one thing, it’s not fair to them.”

“Applesauce!”

“Applesauce?”

“Horse feathers.”

“Horse feathers?”

“Nonsense! My manservants adored helping me in and out of the tub. Thinking I didn’t see them sneak a glance or two at my family jewels, which by the way are abundant.” He headed to the bay window area before the balcony. “Turquoise is all wrong for the chaise. The throw pillows clash miserably. The chairs are not in the correct location. They should be side by side rather than facing each other. And one lamp will suffice, not two.”

“Why?”

“When guests attend a soirée, it’s best they not see each other well. Light and close distance add age and proof of alcohol consumption. And why is there a plant on that end table?”

“It’s a gift from my aunt.”

“Well give it back!” Continuing, he said, “And that wall mural and the statues depict piano players and singers unknown to me.”

I ended his critique session. “I purchased these things in a local antique shop. They are all from your period.”

“I knew most piano players and singers of worth, and I’ve never met any of them.” He pointed a finger at me. “And you still haven’t explained why you are living in my house.”

“After you were shot, one of your cousins inherited the house. Eventually, it was sold and converted into apartments.”

Placing his foot on the bench, he said, “You mean my house has been divided into smaller dwellings?”

I nodded. “Ten of them.”

“How dare you destroy my family’s mansion!”

“I didn’t destroy anything. The house was already converted to apartment buildings when I was born. I grew up in my aunt’s apartment downstairs in 1B. She manages the building.”

“Who is the owner?”

“The Tzar Me In Corporation in Florida.”

“A corporation owns my home?”

I nodded. “This is apartment 3A.”

“Are you saying my bedroom, sitting room, bar, and bath are now considered your apartment?”

I nodded again.

“How frightful! And speaking of my bar.” He sauntered over to the kitchenette. “What have you done?”

“It was converted to a kitchenette.”

“What happened to the large kitchen downstairs?”

“It was converted into an apartment.”

He seemed astonished. “Without servants and the kitchen, how do you enjoy hors d’oeuvres at cocktail hour, tea sandwiches at lunch, and oysters Rockefeller appetizer, parsnip and celery root bisque, Waldorf salad, cranberry orange roast ducklings, and cream puffs dipped in chocolate for twenty?”

“I cook for myself.”

“How horrible!”

“Sometimes my aunt Nia cooks for my friend Victor and me. He lives down the hall in apartment 3C.” I couldn’t believe I was discussing all this with a ghost.

“Look here. This is all quite a change for me.” He rubbed his forehead. “And I don’t like it one bit.”

“Well like it or not, you don’t have much choice in the matter. Unless you know how to get back inside the pianola.”

“Actually, I do.”

“How?”

“Last night, after I tucked you into bed, I thought about resting myself, and back I went.”

“So, why don’t you go back now?”

“How rude! I still have more to say to you.” He strutted across the room and plopped down on the chaise. Glancing outside past the balcony window, he asked, “What’s all that?”

I followed him. “Other apartment buildings, stores, restaurants.”

His eyes widened. “How did they get there?”

“People built them.”

“Why?”

“So other people could live in them, shop, and eat there.”

“Why didn’t they build more mansions?”

“It would have been a lot more expensive. And most people couldn’t afford that.”

“Because of the crash? I thought that Democrat FDR’s New Deal took care of it.”

“Yes, but then Republican legislators created ‘trickle-down economics,’ ensuring all the wealth went to the top one percent.”

He scratched his neck. “Look here, what you’re saying about the Republican Party isn’t true. They’re the party for banking and finance regulation, conservation of energy, veterans’ benefits, supporting farmers and those in need.”

I burst out laughing. “A lot has changed since the 1930s.”

“Not everything.” He pointed to the mall movie marquee below. “Is that a petting pantry?”

“If you mean a movie theater, yes.”

“Have you seen It Happened One Night?”

“Yes, I have. But movies in color are the norm now. And we can watch them on smaller screens in our own homes.”

“A petting pantry in your home?”

I nodded. Something occurred to me. “Can you go outside?”
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