
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Backstabbed on Broadway

        

        
        
          Carolyn Summer Quinn

        

        
          Published by Blue Topaz Ocean Enterprises, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BACKSTABBED ON BROADWAY

    

    
      First edition. January 1, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Carolyn Summer Quinn.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215170533

    

    
    
      Written by Carolyn Summer Quinn.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Carolyn Summer Quinn

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Keep Your Songs In Your Heart

          
        
          
	          Now and Forevermore Arabella

          
        
          
	          The Final Comeuppance

          
        
          
	          Cloudy with a Chance of Answers

          
        
          
	          Backstabbed on Broadway

          
        
          
	          Vanished on the Vaudeville Circuit

          
        
          
	          A Charm Without a Chain

          
        
          
	          The Hollywood Backlash Moon

          
        
          
	          Child of Secrets From Afar

          
        
          
	          Until The Stars Align

          
        
          
	          There's No Cure for Impossible

          
        
          
	          The Teetotaler's Bar

          
        
          
	          Cans of Cola Just Don't Cry

          
        
          
	          To Bloom Like a Tulip

          
        
          
	          The Mystery from Way Back When

          
        
          
	          A Commotion on the Ocean

          
        
          
	          Not a Shovel in Sight

          
        
          
	          Fate Can Toss A Boomerang: A Murder Mystery

          
        
          
	          Once Upon A Safehouse

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Carolyn Summer Quinn’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication



[image: ]




In memory of my savvy, stylish, terrific friend, Maija Delands (1943-2017), my “bestie” for thirty-one years.  Maija and I met at a job where we had to share a minuscule office and she quickly became the unofficially adopted big sister I’d always wanted but hadn’t previously had. 

I still remember the wonderful day at a Japanese restaurant in Brooklyn where Maija became so delighted when I gave her my very first book and she saw that I’d mentioned her in the Acknowledgements.  Well, Maija, you would be even happier about this one.  It’s dedicated entirely to you!

When they tell you somebody is crazy, believe it.

—Yiddish Proverb

If you aren’t in over your head, how do you know how tall you are?

—T.S. Elliott

There’s no business like show business.

—Irving Berlin
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Chapter One
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The Clog Dance

I found the body.

A minute before entering the office, it had been just another crazy day of heading to work for the talent agent known behind his back as “The Bastard of Broadway,” among quite a few other choice appellations, but this particular morning had the added debacle of a sizable snowstorm thrown in.  

That storm had completely messed up my commute.  I lived in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, by an elevated subway line, and the eight inches of snow already on the tracks that morning had been the Transit Authority’s excuse-of-the-day to create one gigantic delay after another.  My forty-five-minute trip to work took an hour and a half, and this was not good.

That was because lateness meant a potential workplace disaster for me.  My insane boss was Isidore Whitley, crown prince and dictator of the Isidore Whitley Talent Agency.  Isidore was decent only to the faces of the Broadway and television stars he represented.  He was nasty as all get-out behind their backs and monumentally vicious to his staff.  

Isidore had zero sympathy for employees’ subway delays.  That was because, incredibly, he didn’t believe they really existed.  How anybody who lived in any of the five New York City boroughs could ever believe that transit delays “didn’t actually happen” was a mystery, but there it was.  That was pure Isidore for you.  He’d call me every nasty psychological designation imaginable, including a “pathological liar,” which I wasn’t, rather than face the mundane fact that a simple weather condition delayed the trains.  

It looked like I was going to get to work five full minutes late, and that was Isidore’s twisted idea of a capital offense.  My only hope was that my co-workers, Chloe Bourne, Roderick Van Sant, and Hallie Weeks, had faced similar morning commute problems.

It had already been too harsh of a winter, I had been thinking, prior to the moment of finding the startling discovery that was awaiting me in the office, as I first emerged from the subway on 34th Street by climbing an icy set of stairs.  The office was a few blocks away, and I wanted to rush there but couldn’t.  The sidewalks, for the most part, hadn’t been shoveled yet, not with the snow still falling heavily from the cloud-covered gunmetal sky.  There was a lot of ice.  It was cause for much slower going than usual as I attempted to rush along the slick streets and sidewalks.  

Would winter never end?  This was the month of March, I thought as I slid and also struggled along, battling with my flimsy umbrella, which the wind immediately blew inside out and almost wrecked.  I pulled it back into shape.  There had already been a few moderate snowstorms this season, starting before Christmas, but then, back in January, the whole New York tri-state area had been hit with a major double-whammy of a blizzard. Twelve inches of heavy snow fell on a Friday night, followed by fourteen more starting on Sunday morning.  It had paralyzed the city and done a lot of damage in the surrounding areas, to the point that the roof had collapsed on a beloved old theater in Connecticut called the Grand Majestic.  

That was the bad news.  The roof there had collapsed.

The good news was that the whole Broadway community had come together, planning several fundraisers to help restore the venue.

I sighed as I continued through the snow, remembering the bizarre conversation I had had with Isidore just the day before.  The man was well and truly, irredeemably crazy.  Yesterday had proved it beyond all possible doubt.

He had gone ballistic over, of all things, my offering to participate in his friend Trey Tolliver’s “Back Office Variety Show for the Restoration of the Grand Majestic Theater.”  Trey was a theatrical manager for actors, not a performer himself, but had come up with the funny idea of having agents, managers, and casting directors get up on a stage and sing songs from musicals, just as a lark, to raise money for the cause of the damaged theater.  Trey had been in our office, and as he was leaving, I told him I would love to help out at the fundraiser.

That was all I’d said I wanted to do, “help out.”  I didn’t say anything about getting up to sing or dance on the stage.  I was actually thinking more along the lines of taking tickets at the door or handing out programs to the members of the audience.  What could be nicer than to help with such a project?

Most bosses might have been happy to know they had an employee who wanted to participate, if they had thought anything about this at all.

Not the insufferable Isidore.  

After Trey left, he called me onto the cheap threadbare carpet of his office.  The big rotund nut looked me over with his trademark jittery umber brown eyes and started in on an absolutely astonishing tirade over it.  “Who do you think you are, Jasmine?  Just what are you thinking?  Do you really believe there are any actors in this town who will want to pay to go to that show to see you get up there and sing?”

What the heck was this?  I was so taken aback that for a moment there I didn’t even get a chance to catch my breath and say no, I wasn’t thinking of singing at all, just helping out in some other way.  

It did not matter.  On and on Isidore went, a human runaway train, as out of control as if his life was being threatened – when, of course, it wasn’t.  He proceeded to sneer, “The actors who will be in that audience don’t want to see you up there!  They want to see the agents!  The people like me!  That’s who!  They want to see us, the deal makers who have been in business for years, not some unknown little young newbie like you!”

It was a testament to how inured I had become to Isidore’s outbursts that I hardly even batted an eye at first.  Another day, another conniption fit.  Finally I managed to reply evenly, “Sorry, Isidore.  I thought the event was about raising money for a damaged theater.  I wasn’t planning on singing, or giving you any competition, if that’s what you’re afraid of.  I was just interested in giving out programs or taking the tickets or something.  And just for the record, I didn’t realize such an event was really all about giving people like you a stage so you could stand up and get attention.”  Like an out-of-control toddler, I almost added but didn’t.

That stopped him in his tracks.  From his puzzled expression, it was clear the lunatic had never even thought about it that way before.  Isidore careened through life as a sixty-seven-year-old child, make that an infant, a case of arrested development run amok.  The old coot was nuts, an overgrown rug rat with the terrible twos, frozen in time, and that conversation proved it.  

I have to get another job, I thought, still battling along the street with the wind, the snow, and the poor nearly wrecked umbrella.  I have to, I have to.  Contending with all of this nonsense from this Isidore maniac just isn’t working for me.  I’ve got to get any other job.

That’s what was going through my head like a sad refrain when I arrived at our shabby office building.  That office may have been on Broadway, but it was not in the Theater District itself.  In fact, it was far from it, at least to theatrical people’s ways of thinking.  The Theater District ran from West 40th Street to West 54th and encompassed Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Avenues, and also Broadway itself.  

The location of our office, on the other hand, was on Broadway and West 37th Street, right in the heart of the Garment District.  That’s if anyone could ever think of the shoddy old Garment District as having a heart.

Before obtaining this demoralizing excuse for a job, I had always loved anything whatsoever to do with the theater, ever since participating in a drama workshop at the age of twelve in my hometown of Poplarville, New Jersey, where we kids had put on a production of Annie.  I played the orphan “July,” and from that point on I was hooked on the theater forever.  I fell madly in love with everything about it, I was reminiscing as I entered the front door of the office building and climbed the narrow spiral stairs to our third-floor office, since the building’s elevator had been out of order for a week.  I had majored in Media and Theater Studies in college and had always wanted a career in the entertainment industry.  

But, but, but!  

Working for Isidore Whitley wasn’t enjoyable, creative, or fun, I thought as I climbed, or rather, stomped up those stairs, as I was working myself into a bad mood just by thinking of all the indignities I had already suffered in this position.  It wasn’t even a job in an actual theater, but one where I was stuck in a cramped office where the agents mainly handled actors’ careers, suggested them for roles to casting directors, and got a commission when they landed one.  The agents also negotiated the actors’ salaries.  

Big whoop.  The novelty of it had worn off fast.  

Meanwhile, every day of putting up with Isidore was like going to work in a combat zone, complete with navigating minefields.  And I wasn’t a soldier, much less some kind of Marine.  

When I reached the third floor, I found our office door was ajar, and that struck me as a dreadful sight.  Initially I believed that meant Isidore was probably already in there, timing us again with his stopwatch, yes, stopwatch, as he did whenever any of his employees were late, and he lay in wait for us.  

A glance at my watch told me my estimated time of arrival had been correct and it was now five minutes after nine.  Oh, shame!  Oh, horror!  Oh, monumental bullshit alert!  Isidore would be ready to crucify me.  At least seeing the door ajar meant I was able to open the office door without using my key, which would be a few seconds faster, all the while thinking if the beast of burden was already in there, I was about to get it.

Sure enough, the dreaded overhead light was on in Isidore’s grimy office.  Typical.  He was an insomniac, on top of everything else, sometimes ensconcing himself at work as early as 5:00 A.M.  

Ours was a too-tiny suite of offices, probably because the smaller it was, the cheaper the rent. There were three minuscule offices for the other agents, with a fourth, larger one for Isidore, and a cramped reception area in the middle where I sat at a battered wooden desk that looked like a relic from about the time of World War I.  The entire space, offices and reception area, was maybe only thirty feet by thirty feet.  So with one quick look around I could see Roddie, Hallie and Chloe weren’t in their little offices yet.  

Ah, terrific!  That makes them later than me!  Isidore will tell us all off, but if I’m first, they’ll get it worse, not that I wished it on them, but -

That was when I happened to stick my head in the half-closed door of Isidore’s office to reluctantly bid him an unenthusiastic hello and good morning – and saw quite an unexpected sight.

Isidore wasn’t fuming behind his desk.

He didn’t have his accursed stopwatch in hand.

He wasn’t turning purple and getting ready to shout and combust.

No.

The creep was lying on the threadbare carpet.  

He was also unquestionably dead.  

His eyes were open, staring fixedly, facing the doorway.  And his fat face was lifeless. It also was an ungodly shade of gray. 

Isidore was, for once, silent.

And here was the wildest part of the whole scene: he’d been stabbed in the back, and by what looked like some kind of a theatrical prop dagger, yet.

Except that it wasn’t a prop.  It was the real thing.

A dagger.

There was quite a dried pool of reddish-brown blood staining the white shirt he wore.  Some of it had dripped down onto the lousy cheap rug around the area where the dagger had been thrust into his back.

I exhaled a shocked, “Oh my God!” 

But strangely, my very next thought was one of relief. Isidore’s misspent life had finally caught up with him.  The proof was lying right there on the floor.

The old tyrant was dead.  He was gone.  He couldn’t heap any additional verbal abuse on me or anyone else any longer, ever again.  There were objects he’d never have a chance to throw and curses he’d never be able to utter or scream.  There were even psychological terms he would never again get to levy like grenades in the vain hopes of undermining the people around him with them, either.  The Isidore Whitley reign of terror was now and forevermore well and truly over. 

Woo-hoo!

Still, he was my boss, he was over, and he was clearly dead via murder.  This combination was not good.

I was surprised to realize that my hands were shaking, and not from the cold outside, either, though that could have reasonably done it to me on a day when such a freezing cold storm was raging.  I shook from more than the weather.  The sight before me was a worst-case scenario of a bad situation, I knew.  I was the granddaughter of an FBI agent and the niece of a retired cop.  The one who found the body was usually suspected first, yet that large dagger didn’t look like something a petite gal like me could even lift, let alone heft as a murder weapon.  It was practically a sword.

That’s when the rest of the staff waltzed in.

All three of them.  

Together.

In the five months I’d assisted the maniac lying dead on the floor and his three fellow agents, they’d never all shown up at the same time before.  It’s interesting, one part of my mind noticed, that all three just arrived, late and together, today of all days.

Roddie was thirty-five years young, six-foot-five inches tall, and rail thin.  He was wearing a navy blue puffer coat and a gray knitted cap with a yellow pompom on top, and entered merrily humming a Broadway show tune, “Tradition” from Fiddler on the Roof, as he bustled through the door.  He began stomping his feet, just as the “Villagers” in the chorus did in the opening dance of that musical, to get the snow off his boots.  

Skinny Chloe, age forty, arrived in a baby blue woolen coat with a fur-trimmed cape collar.  She came in with a toss of her long dyed-blonde curls and the hint of a delighted grin on her overly made-up face, twirling through the door like the runway model or movie star she had once hoped to be, before giving all of that up and working here.  

Hallie, on the other hand, was also in her early forties, but built like a football player, wide shoulders and all.  She wore a shapeless black coat, had frizzy auburn-colored hair, no neck, and usually wore a perpetually angry face to match her disposition.  She, however, came in with a rare smile on her face, as splendid as a ray of sunshine.  It was almost scary to see her enter looking so pleasantly disposed, because it was so rare, especially considering what was lying on the floor.

What was this?  All three were late today, and all in a good mood?  All happy?  Oh, I didn’t buy that already.  They were thick as thieves, but gluttons for punishment, as evidenced by the fact that they had worked here together for over ten years.  They’d probably already arrived here on time, minutes before me, found the body, turned around, ran like hell back out of the building, and left it for me to find.  

Me, the new girl, who had only been toiling here for the past five months.  I could easily believe they would have left the discovery for me.  Then, voila, they came back, all smiles and innocence.  

I definitely did not buy it.  They were up to something.

“Good morning, sweet pea,” Roddie interrupted his Fiddler song to say to me.  “How’s our little petal today?”

“Hey there, Jasmine, darling,” beamed Chloe, probably internally trying out for a toothpaste commercial.  “Hey!  What’s wrong?  How come you look so stricken, kid?”

I was the youngest employee there at the age of twenty-five.  Those three never let me forget it.

I just mutely pointed to Isidore’s office.  

Chloe poked her head in first and let out a bloodcurdling scream.  It was worthy of a scene in a horror movie.

“Oh, for God’s sake, what now?”  Hallie, who had been distracted by fiddling with a stuck zipper on her wretched black coat, grumbled, smile gone, and returning right to her normal dour mode.  Then she took a look inside the door of Isidore’s office, too.  

“Whoa!  Well, would you look at that,” she grinned, her smile returning.  “Roddie, take a look at what’s on the floor in there and behold the beautiful sight!”

Roddie peeked in the door, then had to support himself on the doorframe to remain standing upright.  “Yikes!”

“Poetic justice at last,” Hallie smiled.

“The bitter end of the scumbag.”  Roddie had a smile emerging on his face, too.

“Jasmine, did you call the cops yet, sweetie?” Chloe asked me, her voice dripping with kindness.

I shook my head, tried to steady my voice.  “I – I - just got here.  Um, we shouldn’t call them from any of our office phones, though.  And we shouldn’t touch anything.  You know, in case there’s fingerprints and stuff.”

“Listen to Little Miss Junior Cop, here,” Hallie scoffed.  “What’s the matter, kid, you’re afraid we’ll destroy some evidence if we touch anything? Ha!”  Those “ha’s” of hers always came out as great big booming barks, practically battlefield explosions.  “Whoever did it deserves a medal!  I’m in charge here, now – Isidore promised me a decade ago that I’m his choice to inherit the agency.  His personality being as poisonous as it was, he managed to be estranged from all of his relatives, and so the asshole cut every last lousy one of them out of his will.  Ha!  There will be some changes made!”  With that, big and wide as she was, she started doing what looked like a clog dance in the tiny reception area in front of my desk, two hundred and fifty pounds of crazy agent wildly jumping and thumping against the floor.  I had to hope that the floor would hold up without caving in or we’d all be falling right through it.

If she’s in charge, we’ll all be fired, I thought, which was actually an answer to a prayer I hadn’t said yet.  It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to never have to come in here and see these three lunatics again, or put up with their jibes and digs, either.  

But strangely, they followed my advice about the phones.  We left the office, knocked on the door of the chiropractor who worked down the hallway, and Roddie claimed the honor of calling the cops from there.  The police came, sirens blasting, within ten minutes, snow or no snow.

The cops found Isidore Whitley’s last will and testament in a file drawer of his desk as though it was just waiting for them to discover it.  

It was a revelation.

A bombshell.

A complete and total surprise.

​Hallie Weeks didn’t inherit the business after all.

Neither did Chloe.

And neither did Roddie.  

Detective Shanahan wasn’t there five minutes before he stuck his head in the door of the other office where we were sitting to ask, “Is one of you four Jasmine Flannery?”

“Yes, me,” I answered, uncertain as to why he was asking.

“Well congratulations, Jasmine Flannery.  Apparently, one month ago, the murder victim, Isidore Whitley, made some significant changes to his last will and testament.  We just found it.  He’s left this agency, and a whole lot more, to you.”

I gasped.  It was a good thing I was seated, or I would have honestly and truly fallen onto the floor.

What was this?

Me, in the will?

The news came as a wild surprise, and not necessarily of the positive variety, either.  I knew from my grandfather and uncle that cops always consider the one who benefits from a murder, like the one who finds the body, to be the prime suspects. 

I was going to benefit, and I’d found the body.
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Chapter Two
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Right and Wrong in the Theater

To say I was in shock would have been the understatement of the year.  

No, make that the decade.  

I was reeling with the news of what was in Isidore’s will.

Me?  Why me?  Isidore hardly even knew me.

While I reeled, Hallie boiled and seethed, a scowling human volcano primed for an imminent eruption.  Roddie merely seemed to zone out, and Chloe took out her compact to redo her makeup because she said Detective Shanahan, with his dark curls and sky blue eyes, was cute and, hopefully, available.

Actually, he was cute.  And I was also available, but a cute cop at the scene of a murder where I was the one who had benefitted financially from the death, and also found the body, was certainly not a person for me to start getting any flirtatious ideas about.  Not today, anyway.  I knew however I behaved, I was going to be watched and studied by every single policeman there.  God help me.

Meanwhile, a whole legion of cops, technicians, and specialists from the Medical Examiner’s office arrived and invaded the talent agency while my co-workers and I were kept cooped up in the chiropractor’s waiting room down the hall.  All of us wanted to simply go home, but for the moment that wasn’t going to be possible.  There were two NYPD detectives in charge of the crime scene, the handsome Larry Shanahan and his equally good-looking partner, dark-eyed, mustachioed Jorge Sanchez.  They had ordered us to stay put.

Chloe, a frustrated mother as well as a failed actress, put down her compact, finally, and let her maternal side run berserk on me.  “Poor little darling, to walk in on a dead body like that,” she cooed, one arm around me as we sat next to each other on the waiting room leather couch, which was old, cracked, and uncomfortable.  “I think we should at least get you some tea or coffee or something.”

“Stop coddling her,” Roddie snapped, momentarily snapping out of his stupor, though he kept his voice down as he did so.  “Jasmine’s not ailing over this.  She walked in on a beautiful vision of poetic justice.  She’s already recovered, just like the rest of us have.”  

“Watch what you say,” Hallie paused in her steaming fury long enough to hiss at him.

“Um, seeing it, the body, with him lying there like that, it definitely wasn’t pleasant,” I haltingly spoke up.  I figured I owed the dead body at least that much respect, even if it was Isidore’s and he was renowned all over town for being a bastard.  “And I would actually love a coffee right now.”

The chiropractor heard me.  “I’m making a fresh pot in the back room,” he said with a kind smile.  “Never fear.”

That was easy for him to say.  He wasn’t a murder suspect, and I probably was.

Hallie, meanwhile, went right back to not speaking to any of us.  She was fit to be tied about the will, perhaps literally.  She kept punching a little silk wine-red throw pillow, over and over and over, glowering and looking like a bull.  

A mad one.  

With rabies.  

Ready to charge.  

At me, no doubt.

“Did you know?”  Chloe asked me, her voice low so the chiro or any stray cops who might wander in wouldn’t overhear.  She made her hazel eyes all wide and dewy, as if an invisible cameraman was photographing her in a close-up.  “About what Isidore was planning for you, that is?  The will?”

“No,” I replied, “none whatsoever.  He couldn’t stand me, I always thought.”

“Join the long and winding club,” smirked Roddie.  “That man hated the world.  He probably left the agency to you because there wasn’t anybody else he could think of that he hadn’t alienated yet, and just to fuck the rest of us over in the bargain.”

“Hello?”  Chloe said to him, a normal yet fiery expression returning to her face.  “After ten years of all three of us working here?  Any of us could have been a good choice.  There’s me, there’s you, and there’s Miss Congeniality over there across the room, beating up on a pillow, she being the one he always said was going to inherit.”

“He said that ten years ago, when Hallie first began working for him, and,” Roddie shrugged, “you know Isidore.  Every new person he met was like the flavor of the month to him.  Then he’d pretty soon alienate them with that mouth of his, get tired of them, and move right on to the next one.  So?  He zeroed in on Jasmine here this time.  Why?  Because she’s new.  That’s all.  Typical Isidore.”  If Roddie was secretly disappointed that the agency was going to me, not him, he didn’t show it, but I had to wonder.  The others had been here so much longer than me.  They must all be terribly disappointed.  

I honestly just did not know what to think.  I looked out the grimy window at the snow that was still falling, covering the streets.  This block wasn’t particularly striking, but it looked nice and peaceful today, covered in the purity of the snow.  A few hearty souls were trudging along Broadway through the storm, three stories below.  Once they passed on by, the street was deserted.    

I was happy when the chiropractor brought me a nice cup of hot coffee, mainly because, while sipping it, I didn’t have to bother talking.  I was remembering the reason I had wanted this job in the first place.  

I may have majored in Theater and Media at college, but I came from a law enforcement family.  My grandfather was a retired FBI agent, and the missing persons case that had haunted him during his entire career, and beyond, was that of an up-and-coming actress who had vanished thirty years earlier.  Her name?  Leila Langford.  

Leila Langford’s agent had been Isidore Whitley.  He was also one of the last people to have seen her alive, on a balmy summer night, right after she had appeared in the title role in an Off-Broadway revival production of Mame, before she all but fell off the face of the earth.

By all accounts, green-eyed, golden-haired Leila had been wonderful in the role of the fabulous, wealthy, fun-loving gal who inherits an orphaned nephew.  The critics described her as “dazzling,” “scintillating,” and “shimmering with style.”  The production had done so well that it had been set to move from a crummy little downtown black box theater to one uptown, on Broadway.  

That is, until Leila left the stage door on the arm of her agent – Isidore – after a Saturday evening performance.  

She was never seen or heard from again.  

She never made it to the Sunday matinee.  Her understudy didn’t have a fraction of her talent and charisma and was no Leila Langford.  The musical closed and never made it to Broadway.

Where had Leila gone?  No one knew, even yet, thirty full years later.

I’d literally been hearing about the Leila Langford case my whole life.  It came up at Thanksgiving dinner and the family Christmas Eve party, at Easter brunch, and at various  birthday celebrations.  It was famous.  It was unsolved.  And Isidore Whitley may well have had something to do with it.

So when the media company I had previously worked for started to have financial difficulties and was rumored to be careening towards bankruptcy, I started looking for another job so I wouldn’t end up living on unemployment insurance.  I thought working at a talent agency might be creative and fun.  When I realized that the Isidore Whitley agency was still in business, I recognized the name and sent them a resume on a whim.  

It led to the most unorthodox job interview I ever had.

The interview had happened five months earlier. Incredibly, it had taken place in a bar on a blustery October night.

Isidore had asked me to meet him during the happy hour at a watering hole near his office, not at the office itself.  It was highly irregular.  It should have been my first indication that working for this man might not be my best possible option.  On the other hand, what if he hired me and I had a chance to find out some new information that might just help Grandpop solve the Leila Langford case?  Rather than not going to the interview at the bar, I went.  Sometimes, I always feel, it's better to ride with the tide and go with the flow, so that’s what I did.

Besides, I had backup.  My best friend, Maija Kalnina, had sneaked into the bar just to keep a surreptitious watchful eye on the proceedings.  I had met her two jobs ago at the staid public relations agency that had been my first job in Manhattan.  She was about twelve years older than me, had been around the block a few times, so to speak, where jobs were concerned, and we became fast friends when we shared a tiny office.  Maija instantly became the big sister I had always wanted but never before had, and she managed to be wildly protective of me in every good way.  

Well, Maija definitely did not like the idea of me going to a bar for a job interview.  At all.  I didn’t, either, but again, there was Grandpop and Leila to consider.  Maija thought maybe I might be walking into some kind of a trap laid by a sex maniac and would end up floating in the East River.  She was practically ready to pop a gasket over it.  So she insisted on coming to the bar and watching the interview action from a nearby table.  I was very relieved that she did.

It turned out to be a rather pleasant interview.  Isidore had eyes that were rather jittery as he talked to me but that was the only odd thing I noticed.  Aside from Grandpop’s belief that Isidore knew something regarding what happened to Leila that he could never quite get him to admit, that was all I knew about the man.  I wasn’t aware of anything else about Isidore, including his godawful reputation.  He was universally considered a screwball.  He was hated and despised all over town.  He was particularly well-known for his never-ending blistering bouts of inappropriateness and rudeness towards people, which extended in a whole host of different outrageous directions, but again, none of that showed up in the interview.  Isidore held all aspects of his real self back.

In any event, within a week he offered me the job as an “assistant agent-in-training,” a title that was nothing more than a blatant lie. It turned out that I was the receptionist, the secretary, the office manager, the messenger, the gopher, the unofficial janitor, the coffee maker, and the paper-pushing flunky, all rolled into one.  I was twenty-five years old and found myself in the middle of a grungy office presided over by a screaming tyrant who had changed his name from Irving Breitwasser to “Isidore Whitley” and thought of himself as one of the crown princes of Broadway. He was actually more like an American version of Mussolini, or maybe a latter-day Attila the Hun.

One that was popping occasional street drugs, yet.

Never mind the missing Broadway diva, Leila.  Forget trying to uncover any new information about her thirty-year-old disappearance.  I tried once to bring it up with Isidore, but that yielded nothing.  I never let on that I was related to the FBI agent who had handled the case.  I was too busy trying to survive in that uncommonly bad office.

Isidore was prone to spectacular tantrums.  He thought of himself as all-knowing and all-powerful about all matters theatrical.  He wasn’t, of course, but that didn’t matter.  He thought he was, and that was enough for Isidore.  Any time somebody ventured to ask him a question about the entertainment industry business that he could not answer, he went ape-shit ballistic and started screaming.  “Are you questioning my expertise in the theeeeeeahhhhhhhhhter?”  He would roar at the top of his considerable lungs.  “Who are youuuuuuuu to question meeeeeeeeeeeeee?”

Whoa!

He even lobbed that line at an actress who had won three Tony awards.  Isidore spent his life planting his sizable butt behind his desk, arranging auditions for actors to meet with casting directors, then getting ten percent of their salaries handed to him whenever they nailed a part. He also negotiated their salaries, trying to get as much money as possible for them because it meant more of a commission for him.  That part of it, he was on top of and good at.

But that was all he did.  He suggested actors to casting directors who were trying to fill roles, and then negotiated the money for the ones who were chosen.  

That’s it.  Period.  He didn’t do a damn thing in an actual theater, except occasionally plant his wide posterior into one of the seats in the audience.  He sat back and collected money for getting other people theatrical jobs, period.

But there he always stood, acting like the world’s greatest expert on each and every part of the myriad pieces, levels, and intricacies of the entire multi-faceted entertainment business.  It was a sight to behold.

Isidore was a blowhard.  A mountebank.  A human hot air balloon.

After whatever hapless person who had dared to question him left the office with their tail between their legs, so to speak, the real fun began.  “She was treating me like I’m a dawg,” he would rage, his considerable level of hysteria ever mounting.  Isidore grew up in Brooklyn.  He couldn’t pronounce “dog” in anything but Brooklynese.  “Like I’m nothin’.  Like I’m a dawg.  Like I’m nothin’!”  Then he’d amp it up even further, an incredible sight.  “Like I’m a dawg, a dawg, a dawg, a dawg!  Like I’m a dawg, a dawg, a dawg, A DAWG!”  At that stellar point, he would start punctuating his “dawgs” by holding up his arms and punching the air as if he was holding invisible drumsticks and beating out a rhythm.

It was a maniacal floor show, the freak out of all freak outs, and it truly had to be seen to be believed.

Incredibly, this routine of Isidore’s went on at least once a week.  Sometimes more often.  My biggest regular challenge was to try and keep a straight face whenever it happened or else that would have set the old nut job off even further.  I’d seen the grand “dawg display” enough times to be able to imitate it in my sleep, or at any gathering of friends swapping workplace war stories, and oh, would it ever make them laugh.  My tales of “The Isidore Follies” always managed to take the cake.  He was good for comic material, at least.

The incomparable Isidore was also under the impression that his clients were out to, of all things, “manipulate and control” him.  That line always began another of his regular office extravaganzas.  “They’re out to manipulate me and control me,” he’d rage and roar.  “Jasmine, they’re going to use you to get to me, they’ll use you to get to me!”  His voice would rise with hysteria.  An observer might have thought someone had a gun to his head.  

This craziness would happen whenever some silly situation came up, like on the day an actress asked him an innocent question, such as, “What should I wear to my audition to play a hooker?”  It was Isidore’s job to prepare the clients for the auditions, of course, but he didn’t want to do it.  Therefore, the question he didn’t feel like answering would be turned into an accusation lobbed at the questioner.

“You’re the goddamned actress!  You figure it out!  Wear whatever the hell you think a hooker would want to be seen in on the street!”  Isidore roared.  When he got off the phone, though, he went on and on with false accusations of the actress, or whoever it was at any given day or time, plotting to “manipulate” and “control” him into answering the question.

“Don’t look for logic,” Roddie told me when Isidore was out of the office later on that same day of the hooker outfit tirade.  “You won’t find it here.”  It was right after I started to work at this menagerie.

“Why does Isidore go on so much about manipulation and control, Roddie?”  I had to ask.  “Of all things.  The actress simply asked a question about the right attire for her audition.”  It had sounded all right to me.

“This may not make any sense to you,” Roddie replied, “but Isidore was orphaned in childhood.  His parents both died when he was a kid.  His grandmother moved from the apartment she had in Manhattan to the little house in Coney Island, Brooklyn where Isidore was being raised so that she could be his legal guardian, and so he wouldn’t have to move away or change schools.  And, well, she made him do chores.”  Roddie said this with a flourish, as if that explained it.  

“Um.  Chores?”

“Yes.  She had him taking the wash out and putting it into the dryer, then taking it from the dryer to put it on the hangers, and doing the dishes, and the dusting, and other household stuff.  Isidore’s latest shrink, Dr. Jakubovics, said his grandmama ‘manipulated him and controlled him’ into cleaning the house, and that’s why he’s so messed up.”

I shook my head, appalled at the ridiculousness of the story.  “When I was about ten years old, after my grandmother had a massive heart attack, I used to do her grocery shopping for her.  My dad and I would go to the A & P every Saturday.  He’d get the food order for our house, and I’d take a separate shopping wagon and get all the stuff on my MomMom’s shopping list.  I was so happy to do that for her.  It lasted until she died when I was sixteen, and I’ve never once thought of it in terms of being manipulated or controlled, for God’s sake.”

“Like I said, Jasmine my petal, don’t look for logic here.  Not coming from him.”

Isidore also had “special designations” for the clients he considered to be the most “manipulative and controlling.”  This is where he went completely over the top and kept right on going.  Behind their backs he referred to them as either “gangsters,” “Nazis,” or “fascists.”

As near as I could make out, a “gangster” was any actor or actress who didn’t take any crap from anybody and knew how to stand up for themselves.

A “Nazi” was anyone who insisted on doing anything their own way, and not deferring to Isidore’s proclamations or advice.  

I think a “fascist” was his term for anyone who fell somewhere in between a “gangster” and a “Nazi,” though I was never quite able to be sure.  I’d been kind of cheerfully trying to monitor that one and figure it out.

The more I observed and overheard matters in that office, though, the more it became clear that anybody earning one of those three designations was simply a person who knew their own mind, had a sense of who they were, and didn’t take Isidore’s shit.

What really set him even further flying over the top was any time anybody said anything was “wrong.”  It didn’t matter what it was.  Someone could have said something as innocent as that it was wrong to trip over a crack in the sidewalk and Isidore would erupt like a defective whirly-bird, Mount Vesuvius on steroids, the start of a thermonuclear war.  “There’s no right or wrong in the theeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeater!”  He would bellow at the top of his lungs.  “There – is – no – right – or – wrong – IN THE THEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEATER!”  

That’s why, he said to me one day during a semi-lucid moment, he had wanted to be part of this business in the first place, so he could be free to live among the denizens of the demimonde who didn’t care about the difference between right or wrong.  “Normal rules don’t apply among the artistes, Jasmine.” 

Maybe they did and maybe they didn’t.

Except he wasn’t one of them.

One afternoon around Christmastime Isidore’s shit fit about right, wrong and the theater had been going on for forty-five solid minutes, and for some reason I was pushed past all possible endurance while listening to it.  “Oh for God’s sake, Isidore,” I poked my head into his office to say, “if you really believe that, go to any theater in town.  Bring a gun and shoot somebody in the foot with it.  Do you think all the artistes would simply let that go?  I guarantee you, you’d find out pretty quickly, when the cops show up to drag you away, that there is, indeed, right and wrong in the theater!”

Why I wasn’t fired for saying that I do not know.  It was a mystery.  Secretly, I had hoped I would be.  The fear I’d had when my previous company was in financial straits, and I was afraid if I didn’t get out of there I’d wind up on unemployment, had disappeared by then.  It had gone out the window the first time I’d heard that “dawg” routine and it never came back.  Unemployment was beginning to sound good to me.  Very good.  Quite delightful, even.  It would have definitely been infinitely better than putting up with all of this.

I had to wonder what he would have said, if he could have, that morning, though, after I had found his dead body lying there with a dagger to the back and his own blood staining the rug.

If anything was wrong, this was.  

It was dead wrong.  

Even though he worked “in the theater.”

Who could have done it?  I sipped more coffee and, in my head, ran through some more of the abnormalities that were vintage Isidore.  

In another direction entirely, Isidore played a lot of what can only be described as creepy mind games with everybody and anybody that he came across.  He would try to probe into other people’s backgrounds, belief systems, values, family histories, intimate lives, and so on.  He asked me some questions that were beyond hideous and, if he hadn’t been gay, I could have had him up on charges of sexual harassment over them.  I frustrated the hell out of that man because my usual answer was, “None of your damn business, Isidore!”  

“I can’t figure you out,” he said to me on more than one occasion, eyes glittering in a vaguely threatening manner, probably from some street drug he’d taken, like the speed pills to lose weight that a client named Martin Pullen brought him.  Either that, or his eyes were darting around, behaving like pinballs, just from his own madness.  “I’m so intelligent, I’m so smart, I figure everyone out.  My shrink says I’m perceptive enough to be a psychiatrist myself.  In all these years there’s been only just about five people I can’t get a full handle on, and you’re one of them, Jasmine.”  He focused his dark, panicky brown eyes on me, and they seemed to be darting back and forth across my face, scanning me like a machine to see if he could gauge my reaction to that ridiculous statement, and hoping it would make me uncomfortable enough to talk.  

I had to wonder what he might have thought if I were to say that I was the grandchild of the FBI agent who had once, long ago, investigated him concerning the disappearance of Leila Langford, but I held that little tidbit back.  It was better not to look too eager about wanting information on the famous case.  I’d save that line for another day.

“Well, the simple fact is that I don’t owe you any explanations, Isidore,” I smiled brightly at him.  “And I never lose sight of that, no matter what comes out of your mouth.”

Once again, I had hoped that was a comment that would prove to be enough to get me fired.  Oh, if only.  But it didn’t work.  Isidore probably thought it would be a blast to  attempt to get into my head again on yet another day, and if he threw me out of his office forever, he would not get the chance.  I was an unofficial researcher who wanted to help solve the Langford disappearance, but he did not realize that.  I was not a drinker, a smoker, a druggie, a gambler, a shoplifter, or anything else self-demeaning or self-destructive, which I’ll admit made me something of a rarity among a lot of the theatrical types.  It also rendered me into some kind of a jigsaw puzzle he wanted to solve.  But so what?  Why would anybody need to do that?

There was more.  Isidore pulled those same kinds of stunts on a lot of his clients, asking people questions like when did you lose your virginity or what is your worst childhood memory?  This, when they had come into the office to talk about their acting careers and not to play “true confessions.”  It regularly led to his getting into screaming fights with the more evolved of the clients, since I was not the only one who wasn’t interested in his little games of psychobabble.  What a guy!  

What a creep.

Then there was Isidore’s daily schedule.  I wasn’t allowed to let any of his clients talk to him on the phone until after three o’clock.  He spent his first moments on the job deciding which of his stable of actors should be submitted to the casting directors in the hopes they would be asked to audition for parts, which only took about ten or fifteen minutes, even on the busiest of days.  

After that, official business responsibilities over, he would do the New York Times crossword puzzle.  No one under any circumstances was allowed to interrupt what he considered his monumentally important task of doing that puzzle.  He tried to get the whole thing done in under ten minutes, then would brag to anyone who would listen how his facility with the puzzle proved his intellectual superiority over the rest of us lesser mortals and ignoramuses.  Following that feat, he tackled the daily Sudokus and the word searches.  

Next up, he’d start to call the few actors and actresses on his good list of the moment, like Juliet Ashley, Nathaniel Cheever, and Rosetta Lorang. He also usually contacted the friend who ran the management agency that had recommended several actors to us, Trey Tolliver, the force behind the theater fundraiser show that had gotten me yelled at so ridiculously the day before.  Isidore had an ex-boyfriend called Jimbo Salazar, who was in his good graces when I first started working there, but later wasn’t.  Isidore wouldn’t speak to Jimbo, and I was instructed to slam the phone down hard in his ear if he called. If Isidore knew it was Jimbo on the phone and I didn’t slam it, if I merely hung it up quietly, I got yelled at as if I’d shot somebody.
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