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To my parents, Jim and Sue O’Brien,
who have always believed I could do anything.
With the possible exception of mathematics.
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LIZ MCSHANE DESCENDED THE SUBWAY STEPS SWIFTLY, WITH A no-nonsense stride. Her chin was set with resolution, softened only slightly by a cascade of wavy blond hair. She clutched her shoulder bag tightly to her side in the manner of a practiced New Yorker.


She couldn’t believe it had happened again. Here she was, Liz McShane, minor editor at an even more minor magazine, escaping from yet another disastrous blind date. Her mother had warned her: “Marry someone you meet in college—that’s where all the good ones are.” So she’d become engaged in her senior year to a very sweet guy who played football well and stuttered badly. She broke the engagement right after graduation and had gone on hundreds of dates in the past seven years.


Maybe her mother was right: The good ones are all taken in college. But if that were true, the good ones certainly hadn’t been enrolled in her college. And although she’d had some terrific dates while living in New York, they all had somehow fizzled.


Liz knew that part of the problem was on her side. Maybe Midwestern girls had no business even being in New York. Perhaps she should have stayed in Illinois and lived with her mother. Chicago was a big enough city for most people, and she could have forged a career there, living with her mom and taking a predawn train every morning from their suburban enclave.


But Chicago was too familiar. Although she loved the place, from its sleek skyscrapers to the brick alleys of Old Town, it held no charm, no romance. No, what Liz wanted was the New York City she had always read about. It had to be there: the bistros and coffeehouses, Greenwich Village and Park Avenue. She longed to rub elbows with glorious eccentrics, the fantastic intellectuals, the artists and thinkers. Liz had the ardent faith of the blissfully ignorant, the optimism of an eternally cheerful tourist. She had none of the Midwesterner’s suspicion of the East, no Second City chip on her shoulder. Instead, she would conquer the Big City and make both herself and her mother proud.


Then her mom had died, and it all seemed pointless. Watching her mother’s life ebb away had taken the joy from her own fledgling triumphs. After packing up her mother’s things, Liz had returned to New York, not because she wanted to, but because she really had no place else to go. She was one of the millions of people stuck in the city, trying to figure out when she could leave and somehow never finding the exit.


She hadn’t even enjoyed a truly wonderful romance in New York, although she had come close a few times. Like that television newswriter. They had gone on half a dozen dates, including the acid test of Sunday brunch followed by an afternoon at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Miraculously, they shared the same sense of humor, the same interest in literature, even the same interest in art—avoiding the modern wing and heading straight for the French Impressionists.


The day was still vivid in her memory. Snow had begun to fall while they were in the museum, and by the time they left several inches of downy white fluff covered Central Park. They strolled down Fifth Avenue arm in arm, laughing over episodes of old television shows and recalling their favorite “Twilight Zone” installments. They spotted a cozy café, where they sat by a roaring fire and sipped Irish coffee. He took her hand and confided that the next morning he was to be given a shot at anchoring the news at noon. Liz knew this was what he wanted, and they toasted his success with another Irish coffee.


Then he walked her home, both feeling flushed with happiness and hope. And Liz, in a giddy moment, gently tossed a snowball at his face. He was taken off guard, and the snowball hit him square on his upper lip. Giggling, Liz approached him and gently nudged his gloved hand from his face.


She shuddered as she recalled the blood—there had been ice in the snowball. The last she saw of him had been the next day, on the news at noon. His upper lip was swollen as he painfully read the news. Not even makeup could hide the damage as he lisped his way through international, national, and local events. The worst part was when he smiled while exchanging banter with the weatherman and only one side of his face moved. The other just puffed out. Last she heard he had moved to Dallas. A place, she thought grimly, where there were few snowballs.


There had been other dates, a handful of enchanting moments. And where had they gotten her? In a subway station at ten-thirty on a Saturday night, that’s where.


The token clerk did a double take inside his glass booth. It was rare enough to get a single female rider at this time of night. But he’d never seen one who looked like this woman did. She could have stepped out of a movie, he thought as he slipped her a token in exchange for a dollar twenty-five. Tall and slender, she was wearing an expensively tailored linen blazer, a scoop-neck blouse trimmed with delicate lace, and fashionably worn blue jeans. She wore the ensemble with a casual elegance as fresh as the early spring breeze.


Her face was almost beautiful, with radiant skin, bright green eyes, and a small dimple on the right side of her mouth that only appeared when she smiled and said “Thank you.”


“You be careful,” the clerk heard himself say. His own voice startled him: He hadn’t spoken to a rider in years.


She rewarded him with another smile. “Thanks. I’ll be fine.”


You sure are, thought the token clerk as he watched her slip the token into the turnstile and head toward the downtown F train stairwell before returning to his tabloid newspaper.


Liz descended another set of steps to the train platform, the smell of urine becoming more pungent with every step. She instinctively clutched her handbag closer to her side. Her heels clicked on the cement, echoing a hollow rap off the ceramic tiles on the wall.


In her years in New York City, Liz had become an expert on safe subway travel. In fact she had written a few articles about it, although they weren’t published by the magazine she worked for. Subway travel was hardly a topic for Vintage magazine, the monthly publication for anyone who longed for the good old days. It specialized in reprinting a lot of public-domain articles from magazines that had failed decades ago. The rest of the magazine was devoted to fanciful art photos of what you could do with old stuff. Not antiques—that was too lofty a word for the dusty items Vintage featured. The art department would set up a shot of an old turret-top refrigerator with a coonskin hat and fiesta ware, surround it with yards of billowing gauze, and call it “Memories of a Summer Day.”


Readers went nuts over the stuff. The big secret to the magazine’s success was that it made people feel good about the junk stored in their basements. And Liz was now editor of a four-page spread called “You Asked for It.” Her job was to sort through all the photographs readers sent in and try to identify the object in question, its history and market value. Liz would then run the answer, as well as a very edited version of the reader’s letter. Most of the stuff was just plain dismal, like a monkey-paw back scratcher or a whiskey jigger shaped like a girl in a red bathing suit.


Some months they came up short, and Liz had to run over to staff members’ apartments, take blurry photographs of, say, their great-grandma Jane’s rocking chair, and use it for the column. She was tempted to rename those particular columns “We Asked for It,” and once, when the proofreader dozed off on cold pills, it almost went to press with that title.


Her creative side was hardly satisfied by this job, but her rent was paid, and in this market of steadily failing magazines Liz felt lucky. She was also able to freelance some articles, which is how her subway-safety piece ended up tucked inside an issue of New York Magazine. It had been a solid if unexciting article, with a separate box on numbered safety tips. The first two items on the list were never ride the subway after ten P.M. and never ride alone after eight, especially on a weekend. And here it was, a late spring evening, and she was alone.


The 23rd Street subway station was a horrible place to be on a Saturday night. But anything was better than another minute with Sid, the blind date from hell.


She glanced in both directions. The platform was empty, with no suspicious characters to worry about. Damn him, she thought, imagining Sid’s grinning face from across a candlelit table. He’d ordered four courses—the most expensive in each category—to her Caesar salad and then split the bill in half. A seven-dollar bowl of tired romaine lettuce ended up costing thirty-six bucks. It left her with no cabfare back to her Greenwich Village apartment, forcing this late-night subway jaunt.


“Damn him,” she said out loud.


Then she began smiling. Now that it was over, she could see the humor in it all. As a twenty-eight-year-old single woman, she was constantly the victim of well-meaning friends. The phrase “have I got a guy for you” struck terror in her heart. The worst part was explaining to the would-be matchmaker why things just didn’t work out.


At least the Sid date had been arranged by Maggie, her good pal and co-worker at Vintage magazine. She couldn’t wait to call Maggie and regale her with details of the nightmare date.


“Okay, Maggie,” she would start. “To begin with, the guy was forty minutes late, which left me sipping a lousy white wine at the bar. Then things got worse: He actually showed up.” Liz giggled, imagining Maggie’s response. “Why didn’t you tell me about his sinus condition? The man used nasal spray at least half a dozen times. Then he would blow his nose into the cloth napkin, handing the waitress the crumpled used napkin and asking for a fresh one. Between courses—his, not mine—he did card tricks. And they weren’t even good card tricks, they were—”


Suddenly Liz felt a strong hand on her arm.


A thought flashed through her mind: Was it Sid? She whirled around and stared into the red eyes of a much taller man. He was unkempt, and wearing a shabby navy pea jacket covered with stains. His hair was matted, and there was a small patch of dried blood on his left cheek. He smelled of liquor. Liz looked frantically for another person to help, but they were alone on the platform.


Something’s wrong with him, she thought wildly. His eyes were strange, all wrong, as if he couldn’t focus. He seemed angry at her, this man she’d never seen before. His grasp on her arm tightened.


“You bitch,” he muttered, spittle flecking her face. She tried to yank her arm away, but he pulled her closer. His fetid breath enveloped her.


Her heart was pounding as she desperately tried to remember what a woman was supposed to do in this type of situation. Is she supposed to resist or meekly submit? There was no way she could reason with him—he was high on something. But what really frightened her was the unbridled, irrational fury that seemed to surge from him.


Then she heard the rumble of a train in the tunnel. Thank God, she thought. The man didn’t move or loosen his grip. He leaned closer and whispered.


“You bitch. Now you die.”


Liz screamed just as the train pulled into the station. She saw the engineer’s eyes widen as he saw the two of them, and he seemed to be pushing something and talking. The doors opened, and the man pushed her into the third car—it was empty.


I’m going to die, she thought.


Liz noticed that the train was moving slowly. From the window she saw the ornate tile work of the abandoned 19th Street station. The engineer had probably called for help. But that didn’t matter.


The man raised his hand and knocked her on the side of her face, throwing her to her knees. Her purse flew from her shoulder and slid under a seat. Stunned, she tried to cover her head, futile protection against more blows. She saw his boot a few inches from her face. He raised his leg to kick her and stumbled, but he was able to grip the edge of a seat to regain his balance.


He seemed unsteady now, his head lolling to one side. She scrambled madly to her feet to escape. But he was still semi-alert, and he threw his entire weight into her with a mighty body-block. Liz was slammed against the train door, her head making a loud whap as it hit the hard metallic surface.


Then everything went black.
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THE NOISES FILTERED INTO HER CONSCIOUSNESS SLOWLY. THEY sounded strange and distorted, like a roomful of buzzing insects. Then she felt the pain—searing, throbbing pain in the back of her head.


“I must not be dead,” she mumbled.


A male voice responded, but she couldn’t understand his words. In an instant she remembered what had happened: A man had tried to kill her. She must escape.


Opening her eyes, she was surprised to be staring into the face of a clean-cut young man with red hair. He smiled an endearing grin.


“She’s fine,” he seemed to announce over her head. Then Liz heard the hushed murmur of a relieved crowd.


“Huh?” she heard herself grunt.


As her eyes focused, she saw at least a dozen people of all ages and shapes. They were beautifully dressed, the women in dresses and skirts with hats, the men with jackets and ties. Had she awakened at a wedding or bar mitzvah?


Then she looked beyond the people. Liz realized this was some sort of train. The walls were olive green, with windows everywhere. There was a slight breeze, and she glanced above her head and saw a large rotating ceiling fan. The car was dim. Instead of the garish fluorescent lights of the subway cars she always rode, there were a handful of single exposed lightbulbs. The glass bulbs were clear, and she could see the tangled filaments inside.


The red-haired man helped her sit up, and she fought a dizzying wave of nausea as she rose.


“Take a deep breath,” urged a woman in a close-fitting green hat. Liz did as she was told and began to feel better.


Beyond the crowd were seats, but they weren’t the plastic orange ones she was used to. They were of wicker, finely woven and glossy.


“Where am I?” she asked.


The redhead smiled. “Why, you’re on the Culver Line, Coney Island local.”


“Oh.” Liz bit her lip as she fumbled for her purse. “The downtown F train?”


The man looked shocked. “Awe, come on,” he whispered. “That’s no way for a nice young lady to talk.”


Liz ignored his odd comment. “Did they catch him?” she asked urgently.


“Catch who, dear?” questioned a middle-aged woman with purple flowers on her hat.


“The guy who tried to kill me!” she almost shouted.


The man with red hair shrugged his shoulders. “Ma’am, you bumped your head and fainted. We were all here—no one tried to kill you. You just sort of fell over. It must have been a dream.” He looked around at the crowd as if for support, and a few nodded. “Where are you getting off? I’ll take you there.”


Liz smiled, and the young man grinned back. It must have been a dream, she reasoned. Otherwise she would have remembered all of these people. Surely they would have seen a drug-crazed maniac. He would have been the proverbial sore thumb in this group. This was probably a movie set, and she’d wandered onto the scene by accident. The last thing she remembered was being pushed by her imagined attacker.


She took another deep breath. Could she have food poisoning? If so, she was sure it was the anchovy she’d accidentally eaten with the Caesar salad. It had tasted awful, although with anchovies it’s hard to tell if one is rancid or just the average anchovy.


“My stop is West 4th Street,” Liz finally answered the young man. “And thank you, but I’ll be fine.”


Slightly unsteady, she rose to her feet with his assistance. Someone handed Liz her purse. She was shocked for a moment: A crowd of New Yorkers, an unconscious woman, and no one had taken her purse?


Liz brushed off her jacket, aware that everyone was staring at her jeans. She frowned and crossed her arms uncomfortably.


“Is this a movie set?” she asked. The crowd exchanged perplexed glances.


The redhead answered for the group. “Nope,” he answered. “We’re all out celebrating.”


“Celebrating what?” Liz questioned.


“Why, didn’t you hear?” he replied, astounded. “Lindbergh’s landed in Paris!”


Liz stood in stunned silence. Lindbergh? Was this a joke?


Just then a man in an old-fashioned conductor’s uniform stepped into the car. The bill of his hat glistened, catching the reflection of a single lightbulb.


“Everything all right here?” he asked. “We gotta get this train rolling.”


Liz gave the man a panicked look. “Sir! Oh sir!” she shouted, her voice reaching a shrill pitch.


The conductor’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her jeans.


“Yes, ma’am,” he answered uncertainly.


“These people are playing a joke or something,” she explained in a rush. “They say Lindbergh’s alive!”


“Oh my gosh!” The red-haired man grabbed her arm. “Did he crash?”


She had everyone’s attention now. “Of course not,” Liz said, taking in their startled expressions. “He died a few years ago—of old age.”


There was silence, and someone cleared his throat. Finally a man in the back spoke up: “Ask her where she gets her hootch! It’s a heck of a lot better than mine!”


The crowd erupted in laughter, and the conductor put a key in the door of the car.


“Okay, break it up and let’s get this train moving!” he announced. “Next stop, West 4th Street!”


Liz looked out of the window and realized she was at the old West 19th Street station—the one that had been closed for over fifty years. She’d seen it in glimpses, fleeting peeks at a bygone world. All the trains roared passed it now, shunning the beautiful ceramic tiles. When she’d last seen it, the whole area had been trashed and covered with graffiti. Now she saw a pristine station, with a bustling newspaper stand and clusters of laughing passengers.


The door closed all in one piece, as a single sliding unit. Some people had gotten off the train, but most were still on it. Instead of sympathetic and concerned looks, she now received embarrassed glances and outright sniffs of disgust. They think I’m drunk, Liz thought. Even the red-haired man, holding onto a white metal bar hanging from the ceiling, was studying his shoes and shaking his head.


“I’m not drunk,” she explained to him. He seemed ashamed that she was even speaking to him. She shot a glance at the others, and they too were carefully avoiding eye contact.


The train moved forward slowly, and she examined the station as they left it. The tilework glistened, and she recognized the basic setup of the stop. Yet it was dotted with rich-looking wooden benches, and there was a magazine and candy kiosk. She could read a banner: “EXTRA! HE DOES IT!” In smaller print it said “Read the New York Sun.”


Finally they pulled into West 4th, and Liz rushed from the car. On the outside, the train was painted a strange color of muddy brown. And it wasn’t until she was on the platform looking in that Liz realized the odd advertisements above the seats.


They were subdued yet sumptuous, with lots of curlicues and borders along the edges. One caught her eye: a cigarette ad. It featured a brash bulldog gazing into the distance. The tagline read “Barking Dog Cigarettes never bite!”


There were no phone numbers for laser foot surgery or drug treatment centers or bug spray. As the train pulled away, some of the passengers gave her uneasy glances.


“Weird,” muttered Liz as she turned to climb the familiar steps. But something was missing. She ascended the stairs slowly, absorbed in thought, one hand absentmindedly rubbing the rapidly forming lump on the back of her head.


She was only vaguely aware of people staring at her. They too were all dressed up. All at once it came to her—what was missing besides the usual advertisements.


“Urine!” she exclaimed out loud. There was no smell of urine in the subway, an odor she had become so accustomed to she hardly noticed it anymore.


A slender woman running down the stairs halted as Liz shouted “Urine!” and pressed herself against the banister. Liz smiled as she passed, and the woman’s face registered alarm, then a tremulous smile.


Liz emerged from the subway, the last few steps in slow wonderment. There was a lavish iron-and-glass canopy covering the subway steps, gracious and richly ornate as a fanciful gazebo. The glass sparkled even in the dim evening light.


Beyond the canopy, Liz stopped.


She was on the corner of Sixth Avenue and 4th Street. Though she recognized a few of the buildings, the rest were short, squat, and unfamiliar. Cars rattled up the street, square-topped Model-Ts and open-roofed touring cars. Men and women bustled by, the women in cloche hats and hemlines slightly below the knee. Their legs seemed to shimmer. Some were waving American and French flags, laughing giddily.


Liz leaned against a building. The day before it had been a white-bricked Chemical Bank with an automatic teller. She had withdrawn forty dollars from it with her plastic bank card. Now it was a brownstone, with a newspaper stand in front. A headline from The New York Times caught her eye: “LINDBERGH DOES IT! TO PARIS IN 33½ HOURS! FLIES THROUGH SNOW & SLEET! CHEERING FRENCH CARRY HIM OFF FIELD!”


She shut her eyes as a spinning sensation spiraled over her and her hands began to tremble uncontrollably.


A man was unbundling stacks of papers with a sharp knife, the twine snapping with each bold slice. The routine was familiar. This must still be Saturday night, she thought. They’re assembling the Sunday papers.


Liz took a deep breath and peeked at the date on the paper: “Sunday, May 22nd, 1927.”


Her mind raced. Had Sid slipped something into her drink? The dinner with Sid seemed a million years ago. Liz looked at her quartz watch, a man’s model with bold Roman numerals she’d worn for a couple of years. The crystal was cracked; it must have been knocked in the subway struggle. The time said 11:28. Could all this have happened in less than an hour?


Suddenly her left arm was grabbed. A small scream escaped from her mouth before she turned to see who it was.


A pleasant-faced woman was smiling, as was her companion, a man in a slouch hat and a big flower on his lapel. They had an armful of American and French flags. The woman was holding two flags toward Liz.


“Here ya go, honey.” She laughed. Liz stared blankly at the woman for a few moments before taking the flags.


“Thank you,” she replied automatically.


“You’re welcome, toots!” The couple careened down the street, giggling and handing out the flags to everyone they passed.


Another car hurtled by, bleating a vibrato horn, its passengers waving. She twirled her flags and managed a weak smile.


Liz started walking up Sixth Avenue, her feet moving mechanically, without thought or reason. She heard the clip-clop of horse hooves and turned to see a large wooden cart with a sign that read “ICE—Clean, healthful and long-lasting. 25 lbs., 50 lbs., 100 lbs.” Brown burlap bags covered the lumpy cargo.


Overhead were elevated train tracks of wood and iron, which cast a gloomy shadow over Sixth Avenue even in the dark. They were rickety, and when she looked to the sky she could see dozens of missing tracks. They were in such a state of disrepair, she was sure they were no longer used.


The street signs were small and black, with vivid white block lettering, held up by iron posts that looked like vines. Her apartment was on West 10th Street, but she didn’t really think the flat would be as she’d left it earlier in the evening. She glanced at the newsstand and read the blaring headlines. There were a dozen papers, all with “New York” in the title. There was the Sun, the Evening Star, the Herald-Tribune, the Daily News, the Post, the Times.


All the headlines were about Lindbergh.


At 8th Street she saw crowds of people. There were restaurants, lights gleaming on the street, strings of Japanese lanterns, happy revelers strolling arm in arm. Numbly, she followed the hordes, bumping into people and mumbling distracted apologies.


Everyone seemed so confident. They knew exactly where they were going and why they were celebrating. Even if they were just meandering, there was a sense of surefooted exuberance in their movements.


Liz brushed a hand through her mane of curly blond hair. Although she’d never really thought about it, a few short hours before she too was confident. Her clothes were just right, the jeans perfectly worn. The Irish lace blouse was a terrific contrast with her jeans, and the crisp linen blazer—part of a favorite suit—topped the outfit beautifully. Her long hair—halfway down her back—was the envy of friends. But now she felt sloppy and out of place. Liz was the only woman within eyesight wearing pants. And the few women without hats were draped in luscious evening gowns, some with uneven hems, some heavily beaded.


The enormity of where she apparently was—New York City in the 1920s—seemed impossible. She had to be dreaming. But everything was so starkly realistic. And unlike most dreams, there wasn’t a corner of her mind reassuring her that it was simply her imagination at work. She was aware of how her shoes wobbled on the uneven pavement. There were snatches of overheard conversation, unfamiliar phrases and expressions pouring from long-ago mouths.


“That Lindbergh, he’s some baby.”


“Why, he simply couldn’t be there by now.”


“Imagine, Paris in less than two days!”


“He’s a great kid!”


Above all there were the smells. Cooking smells: a peanut vendor working overtime on the corner and an Italian restaurant across the street. A man in a brown paper hat was selling roasted ears of corn. There were wafts of floral perfume from the women bustling down the street and a subtle-sweet fragrance of talc on some of the men. When cars rattled by she caught the sharp odor of gasoline and exhaust. Yet the aroma of freshly sprouted leaves and buds was still discernible in the spring night.


Liz knew this had to be a hallucination or a dream. But her mind was churning, trying to come up with an explanation. She needed to sit down, to collect her thoughts. She peered in the window of the Italian restaurant, but it was packed elbow to elbow, some diners balancing plates unsteadily in the air as they twirled spaghetti.


A few doors down she saw an unmarked building, but the basement windows were wide open. People were sitting quietly at round tables, facing in one direction. Some were dressed in elegant evening wear, others in more casual jackets and simple blouses. They sipped something out of teacups, and there were plates of cheese, fruit, and crackers on the tables.


As Liz approached, she could hear the vibrant sounds of a piano. There were a few empty chairs, and suddenly she wanted to be in there more than anything else. She could sit at the piano bar, she reasoned, without having to talk to anyone and get her thoughts together.


Since it was unmarked, Liz assumed the piano bar was like many other Village hangouts: so well known it didn’t need a sign. She located the door and entered quietly, stepping down three more stairs as softly as possible.


A few people turned and looked quizzically at her clothes before returning their attention to the piano player. As she slipped into the closest vacant chair, at a round table with half a dozen other people, Liz understood why everyone was so silent: The piano playing was the most magnificent she’d ever heard.


The pianist had his back toward Liz; all she could see were his hands flying in the air as he coaxed a jaunty tune from the keys. She was riveted by the music. For the moment she forgot where she was; all her fear and confusion seemed to evaporate.


A beautiful young blonde in a peach-colored, drop-waisted gown placed a teacup on the piano and said something to the player, and he nodded without missing a beat. His hair was dark and combed back, and when he spoke to the woman Liz could see a brief flash of white teeth and ruddy cheeks.


The song ended, and the room exploded in applause. Liz joined in with enthusiasm, wanting the pianist to stand up and take a bow so she could see his face.


But he didn’t. He simply began playing another tune, this one with an even faster tempo. The keys seemed to laugh as he played, and Liz noticed that the whole room was smiling. It was impossible not to, with such gorgeous, merry sounds cascading from the piano.


A teacup appeared from nowhere in front of Liz, and she jumped.


“Here ya go,” said a gruff voice from behind her. A man poured her orange soda from a bottle marked “Nedicks” in blue lettering. Then he fumbled with another bottle and began pouring something clear on top of the soda.


“Say when,” he ordered.


“Oh, okay.” Liz realized he was the first person she’d spoken to who didn’t seem to think she was drunk or crazy. He kept pouring. “When,” she announced finally.


The man chuckled, and Liz turned to smile at him. As soon as she saw his face her eyes widened in shock. He was a dead ringer for Edward G. Robinson.


“Thanks, Edward G.,” she said impulsively.


“You’re welcome.” He grinned. “But you can call me Eddie.”


Her mouth dropped open and she stared into the orangish liquid in the teacup. What the hell was going on?


Then it hit her: She had gone nuts. It was the only possible explanation. Sure, all of this seemed real—right down to the nice addition of bootleg gin in a teacup. But she had gone crazy, and it was seven full years of working at Vintage magazine that had driven her over the edge. Who wouldn’t go batty, spending days writing about Calvin Coolidge, then jarring back to the 1990s in the evenings? There were mornings she awoke wondering what year it was: 1992 or an earlier age.


She thought about the ever-increasing devotion to her job. It wasn’t just her recent promotion. A few weeks before—or was it a half century in the future?—she had been working on a piece about music in the 1920s. It had all come about when a reader sent in some old piano rolls said to be punched by Alec Aarronson before he became the legendary composer. Liz had become absorbed in the work, spending four weekends in the library reading about Alec Aarronson’s brief life.


To get the feel for the age she’d followed several weeks of newspapers. By the end of her research she could rattle off Babe Ruth’s batting average, what shows were in rehearsal for next season on Broadway, and when Wannamaker’s was having its annual cosmetics sale.


She even had a 1923 dollar bill folded in her purse. She’d discovered it tucked inside the faded, brittle box with the Alec Aarronson piano rolls. She didn’t know why she’d taken it out of the box. It had been an impulsive, instinctive gesture. She wouldn’t get in trouble, although Vintage had a strict rule about removing items from the office, ranking this offense right up there with making personal long-distance calls and taking sugar packets from the coffee cupboard.


The bill somehow fascinated her. It was a link to the past, used every day by people in another age. Unlike the other items that passed through the office, this was a poignant reminder of life back then, never meant to be saved, never set aside as something special. It was not consciously saved; its very existence was a simple fluke. Perhaps that’s why she felt it was so rare and wonderful to have it in her wallet.


It was too big for the money of the late twentieth century—larger by about twenty-five percent. And the ink was a vivid green, not the muted gray-green of modern currency. But what really intrigued Liz was the writing on the back of the dollar, a handful of smudged words written in red ink. Somehow she wanted to decipher the words, to peek into life back then. Whoever wrote it had done so for a reason, be it a shopping list, a forgotten address, a reminder to perform some long-ago chore.


She’d overlooked the dollar till now: Could the money have caused this dream?


She realized the Edward G. Robinson phantom was speaking. His face was square, with squinting eyes buried in a sea of crinkle lines. She was reminded of a cartoon she’d once seen as a kid, with Edward G. Robinson as a goldfish. How interesting, she thought. She’d never imagined a crazy person could create apparitions that actually interrupt them.


“Pardon me, Eddie. I spaced out. Could you please repeat what you just said?” Reckless now, she decided she might as well play along. Maybe she’d somehow fit in with the rest of these people. After all, it was her demented mind that had created the whole scene. As if toasting her decision, Liz took a sip of her drink.


The potion was liquid fire! The taste was strangely chemical, with sticky-sweet overtones. It was like turpentine mixed with a melted gumdrop. She felt her face flame red, and suddenly she couldn’t catch her breath. Choking, she pointed an accusing finger at the teacup, her eyes filling with tears. She could no longer hear the piano. All she heard was a terrific roar in her ears.


Shaking his head, Eddie started slapping her back. “Hey, you should have told me you weren’t used to the stuff!”


“What is this?” she sputtered, nodding toward the lethal drink.


He shrugged. “It’s an Orange Blossom. Haven’t you ever had one before?”


“My God,” she rasped. “That ought to be outlawed!”


Eddie threw his head back and laughed. A few people turned sharply and shushed him, pointing toward the piano player. He stopped laughing, but the smile remained on his face.


“What’s your name?” his voice was low and gravelly, just as it was in the threatening moments of Little Caesar, his most famous gangster movie.


“Liz McShane,” she muttered distractedly. Wait a second, she thought. Maybe it was food poisoning. Okay, she’d had a Caesar salad, and now she was talking with the guy who’d starred in Little Caesar. It was a stretch, but could that be it? And the money in her pocket may have reminded her of the magazine. Which would, of course, bring her back to the 1920s.


Yeah. And if that’s what had started this whole thing, she really should be locked up.


Whatever the cause of the hallucination, it seemed less taxing to simply play along with these characters. Keep the patient calm, she told herself. Somehow this dream was so well formed the people actually reacted in character to her own actions and words.


It reminded her of an acting exercise from college called improvisation. She’d taken plenty of theater classes, and invariably—whether she was studying Shakespeare or Neil Simon—they would end up playing a character in an improvisational situation. Her personal favorite had been Lady Macbeth at a department-store white sale.


Liz reasoned that the best way to work herself out of this nightmare was to simply pretend she was in an improvisation class. Perhaps then she could ease her way back to reality.


“Who do you know here?” mumbled Eddie, making sure he didn’t annoy anyone else.


“Oh, let’s see …” She surveyed the crowd. “Humm, it’s hard to tell because everyone’s so young.” Eddie frowned briefly in confusion, but Liz continued.


“Is that Sam Jaffe over there? In a few years he’ll be Dr. Zorba, you know.” Her eyes roamed the room. “This is an impressive group, let me tell you.” She nudged Eddie with her elbow. “Okay, I see a very unlined John Huston, over there is Dorothy Parker.” Liz began waving. “Hi, Dot! Next I see George S. Kaufman—I’ll bet Mary Astor’s here somewhere. No? Too bad—I guess we’re a few years early for her diary.”


Eddie’s eyes widened. “Gee, you sure do know everyone here. I don’t have to introduce you to anyone, Miss McShane.”


“Please, do call me Liz.” She giggled. This was like stepping into a 1927 Who’s Who photo session.


Only then was she aware that the piano music had stopped, and people had begun chatting among themselves. Peering over the well-coiffed heads, Liz saw the empty piano bench.


“Where did the piano player go? He was fabulous.”


Eddie smiled. “He is pretty fair for a Tin Pan Alley plugger, eh? Do you know him? At last—someone to introduce you to!”


Liz barely heard the words. She was transfixed by the dark-haired man approaching her, vivid blue eyes locked in a mesmerizing stare with hers. She was dimly aware that others were watching as he came closer. He reached out his hand as he walked, and she instinctively reached out her own.


At last he was by her side. She rose to her feet unsteadily, and he grasped her hand. There was a momentary shock that ran up her arm, a pleasant tingling. Did he feel it too?


“Miss Liz McShane, I’d like you to meet the piano player, Alec Aarronson. Alec, this is Liz McShane.”


Her mouth fell open. Alec Aarronson? How could it be? He was killed in a 1935 airplane crash!
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HIS HAND WAS WARM AND FULL OF SUBTLE STRENGTH.


But he’s dead, thought Liz. How can a dead person have such power over me?


“How do you do, Miss McShane.” His voice had a rich, smooth timbre, with a very slight New York accent. She had heard old recordings of his voice before but remembered a higher pitched and harder edged tone. The early recording methods must have distorted his deeply resonant voice, she thought lamely.


Her mind was doing cartwheels, overwhelmed by this man standing before her. Somehow the other people she’d encountered during this bizarre hallucination, from the red-haired guy on the subway all the way to Edward G. Robinson, hadn’t seemed as real as Alec Aarronson. It was easy to dismiss those casual contacts. But Liz knew she could never dismiss Alec Aarronson.


Eddie and Alec were both staring at her, expecting her to say something. What can you say to a man who was destined to transform the face of music all over the world? A composer who would write over one hundred hits, a slew of groundbreaking concert pieces, and an opera that would be regarded as the only true American operatic masterpiece? The greatest performers of the twenties and thirties, from Al Jolson and Fred Astaire to Gertrude Lawrence and Helen Morgan, would clamor to sing his music. And then, in just a few short years, this man would be dead, leaving behind one of the greatest legacies in history. What on earth could she say?


“I like your music,” she finally stammered. She was then aware that she hadn’t let go of his hand.


“Thank you.” He smiled, looking at their interlocked hands, then her jeans. “And I like your choice in trousers. If you stitched up those holes in the knees they might be glamorous.”


Eddie gave him a sharp jab with his elbow, and Liz suddenly laughed.


Her reaction surprised Aarronson. He examined her face for a few moments, as if he hadn’t really seen her before. With all the wild blond hair he’d failed to notice how lovely she was: delicate features and flawless skin, bright eyes the color of jade. She was radiant, in spite of her atrocious clothing. His brow wrinkled slightly as he appraised her, then he brightened, his entire face melting into a beguiling smile as he took in her reaction to his rude comment. Then he too burst out laughing.


“Ï think I like you, Miss McShane,” he said at last.


“Please, Mr. Aarronson, call me Liz.” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from guffawing at the absurdity of Liz McShane, girl ordinaire, assuring Alec Aarronson that he could call her by her first name.


“May I have my hand back?” he said, grinning. “Once it’s mine again you may certainly call me Alec.”


“Oh, sorry.” She was slightly ruffled. But a part of her had no desire to surrender his hand.


The black-and-white photographs of Alec Aarronson were pale images of the real man, she thought. There had been one flickering newsreel film she had seen of him, nodding and clowning with the Marx Brothers. Liz had read that Aarronson left women in a swoon, and she’d never been able to figure out how such a very ordinary-looking guy could wield such potency. Now she understood.


He seemed to tower over the others in the room—at about six feet tall he was the only man who didn’t make Liz feel gawky about her own five-foot-seven frame. His beautifully tailored jacket caressed a slender yet powerful body, and every movement hinted a vigorous athletic grace.


He held her chair for her, and she sat down, watching as the two men settled into chairs facing her. Aarronson drummed his fingers on the table, as if unable to stop making music for even a moment.


What startled her was his face, which was extraordinarily handsome by anyone’s standards. The even features were just slightly rugged, with a small crescent-shaped scar under his left eye. His chin was marked with a slight cleft and five-o’clock shadow. His coloring was striking: Thick dark hair contrasted with ruddy cheeks, and he was surprisingly tanned for a man whose career would keep him indoors, always by a piano.


The only word Liz could think of was charismatic. His effect on others seemed electric. Every person in the room, no matter what they were doing, would automatically glance at Aarronson. It was impossible to pinpoint what caused this reaction, but his very being was magnetic. Liz had seen such magnetism once before, while watching a famous actor perform in a play. But that was cultivated; it was the actor’s ability to self-consciously create an aura. Aarronson was far more compelling because it was so effortless and completely natural.


He nodded at something Eddie was saying, yet he never took his azure eyes off of her. It was a delightfully unsettling gaze, and Liz felt an unaccustomed blush steal up her neck and spread to her face.


It was his smile, Liz thought, that made him so attractive. She couldn’t recall ever having seen a single photograph of him smiling. He always looked so somber, as if all the joyous music he created never touched him.


Eddie was speaking excitedly about Lindbergh, his hand gestures imitating the shaky takeoff and the near collision with a telephone wire at Roosevelt Field. Aarronson again nodded distractedly, then leaned over to Liz.


“Have we met before?” he asked, his eyes searching hers.


Liz shook her head. He was the most famous composer of the twentieth century, and he had been dead for over fifty years. “Believe me, I would have remembered,” she said.


“It’s just so strange …” His words trailed off.


Out of nowhere the woman in the peach satin gown hopped into his lap. She wrapped a possessive arm around his neck and stroked his cheek with red lacquered nails. Glittering diamond bracelets snaked up her powdered arm.


“Alec, baby,” she cooed. “I wanna go home.”


The tone of her voice purred seduction. Liz shifted uncomfortably, acutely aware of her out-of-place torn jeans and blazer. Compared to the dazzlingly elegant crowd, she looked like a refugee from Skid Row.


Aarronson leaned to the right, annoyed by this woman who blocked his view of Liz.


“Where are you staying, Liz?”


The woman in the peach gown shoved him playfully. “My name isn’t Liz, silly!” She pouted. “It’s Mabel—don’t you remember?”


Eddie suddenly jumped up. “Mabel, come with me. I have something I want to show you.” It was an order, not an invitation, spoken with his gangster-boss voice. He winked at Alec and Liz.


“But I don’t wanna go with you… .”


Eddie grabbed her arm and hauled her, protesting, from Aarronson’s lap. Mabel took small, hesitant steps, looking back to Aarronson for help. He waved and mouthed “Bye-bye.”


Liz was unable to stifle a giggle. “That was awful,” she whispered unconvincingly.


“I know, wasn’t it?” Then his smile faded. “Where do you come from?”


Liz was taken aback. How could she answer this question without being sent to Bellevue?


“Well,” she began slowly, “I used to have a place on West 10th Street. But at the moment I’m sort of between residences.”


“Oh, I see,” he said, slightly perplexed as he reached into his pocket to retrieve a platinum cigarette case. He opened the case and wordlessly offered one to Liz. She shook her head and wrinkled her nose, and he chuckled as he tapped a cigarette against the case and placed it in his mouth. Looking like one of his own caricatures—severe profile with reckless cigarette—he lit it with a gold lighter.


“If I can’t take you home, where can I take you?” Cigarette smoke swirled in front of his face, but his eyes remained unflinchingly on Liz.


“I honestly don’t know.” She ran a hand through her tangled hair. “Ouch!” She was startled by the lump on the back of her head, a sudden jolt of pain reminding her of what had happened earlier. She took her hand away and looked at the blood smeared on her fingertips.


“My God, what happened?” He jumped up, cigarette dangling forgotten from his mouth. In less than a moment he was beside her, gingerly pulling back the blond hair.


“I was sort of mugged on the subway.” She suddenly wanted to cry. This had all been too much. In a matter of hours she had gone from a normal if crashingly dull blind date to being attacked by a maniac and finally winding up in 1927 with a bunch of very famous dead people. She bit her lip and tried to stop the tears stinging her eyes.


“It really hurts,” she murmured, only half referring to the lump on the back of her head.


“It’s not too bad,” he announced softly. “Don’t worry, Liz. I’ll take care of you.”


She turned and buried her face in his jacket, her shoulders shaking softly with silent sobs. He smelled of smoke and a faintly spicy aftershave. His arms automatically surrounded her, and she felt their vitality, giving her warm comfort.


This was nuts, she reminded herself. All of these people, even Alec, were ghosts. But she didn’t care. The need for compassion was stronger than levelheaded common sense. Luxuriating in his arms, Liz was oblivious to the stares and gawks of everyone else in the room.


“What’s Alec doing with that woman dressed up as a hobo?”


“Does anyone know who she is?”


“I thought hair like that went out with Lady Godiva!”


“If he’s not going to play the piano again, I’m going home.”


A few of the comments filtered through the gauzy haze that seemed to dull her mind. Yet somehow she didn’t care. She looked up at Alec and smiled.


“Thank you. I feel much better now.”


He returned the smile. “So you don’t have anyplace to stay?”


She shook her head. Again he looked at her jeans.


“Where on earth did you get those? Well, never mind. Do you know Hazel?”


“Who’s Hazel?”


Alec ignored her question. “Hazel! Come over here!”


A lovely woman with very short hair and a yellow drop-waisted dress trimmed with charcoal beads approached, the beads rattling with every step.


“I was hoping you’d introduce me to your friend, Alec.” There was no sarcasm, just a warm and sincere greeting.


“This is Hazel Paul. Hazel, this is Miss Liz McShane, and she has no place to stay.”


The woman named Hazel didn’t hesitate for a moment. “You’re welcome to stay here—there’s plenty of room upstairs.”


Liz was confused. “Do you mean that this is your house?”


Hazel nodded.


“You mean I crashed a private party?”


Hazel laughed. “Everyone does. That’s how we meet most of our friends.” She took Liz by the arm. “I’ll take care of her, Alec.”


Aarronson nodded. “I’ll hold you to that, Hazel,” he said with mock severity. “Oh, and Hazel, see if you can help her with … well, you know.” He gestured toward her jeans.


Liz shrugged. “Hey, where I come from these pants are considered quite chic.”


“Hmm,” muttered Alec. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been on a farm in years.”


Hazel gave Liz a worried look, then a relieved smile as Liz laughed. Aarronson continued to stare at Liz with an unshakable gaze.


“I’ve got work to do, Liz. But I’ll call on you tomorrow, if it suits you.”


The formality seemed strange but uncontrived. “That would be nice,” she replied.


Aarronson grinned at Liz and Hazel, then left the room, bounding up the steps two at a time.


“Miss McShane,” whispered Hazel, “I’ve never seen Alec like this. All I can say is that by tomorrow evening, there may be scores of young women hovering around Alec Aarronson in dungarees!”


The room was almost empty now, except for a few blue-clad servants collecting the thick teacups and empty bottles.


“You must be tired,” said Hazel. “Come with me, I’ll show you to your room.”
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LIZ FOLLOWED HAZEL UP A NARROW FLIGHT OF STEPS, GAZING at the hypnotic swing of her beaded hem. Hazel’s stockings, a soft black, glistened in the dim light, and there were thick seams down the backs of her legs. Her shoes were black satin pumps, with surprisingly high heels and a graceful strap across each instep. Her auburn hair was cut in a sleek, almost geometric style, with shiny finger waves swirling around her head. The look was one of timeless elegance, and Liz thought Hazel would be as much of a knockout in the 1990s as she was in the 1920s.


After walking down a hallway softened by carpet with cabbage rose flowers, they reached an open, airy room. The light switch clicked on, a large, round brass unit with a small lever in the center. There was a bed with a mint-green bedspread and a mahogany dresser with a large bowl of fresh flowers. The room smelled of beeswax and lilacs.


“It’s lovely.” Liz sighed, savoring the fresh air wafting through an opened window.


“I’m glad you like it. This was my room when I was a little girl.”


Liz smiled at Hazel. “Then it’s even more lovely.”


Hazel took Liz’s hand. “I think this is my favorite room in the house. I remember lying here as a little girl, wondering what romantic adventures lay before me. And the night before my wedding, I wondered what my life would be like.”


“You’re married? Was your husband here tonight?”


“No.” Hazel looked wistfully out of the window. “Lou died in the influenza epidemic after the war.”


“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Liz was stunned—this woman seemed too young to be a widow. “That was right at the end of World War I. It was horrible.”


Hazel frowned. “World War I? You mean the Great War?”


Liz forgot for the moment that she was in a world that had known only one global conflict. “Of course, the Great War.”


Hazel continued. “You know, it was Lou who introduced Alec to our gang. Lou met Alec when he was playing in the Yiddish theaters on the East Side. He was such an odd kid, skinny and serious. His parents died when he was young, you know. But he was always an absolute whiz on the piano. He played at our wedding, and he stole the show! Who cared about a bride when there was Alec Aarronson at the piano?


“Anyway, Lou and I moved into this house right after we were married. My parents gave it to us. They were moving upstate and wanted to keep this old place in the family.” Hazel’s voice dropped to a barely audible whisper. “I don’t know what I would have done without Alec when Lou got sick. No one else would come by—they were too afraid of catching the influenza. Strange, when I think back on it. We all thought we were so lucky to have gotten through the war. And then came the big influenza epidemic. People still got sick and died of it, in smaller numbers, but just as dead.” Her mouth quirked in an ironic smile, a hand toying with a strand of beads on her dress.


Her eyes slid to Liz, and she hesitated a moment. “Alec moved in, sharing shifts by Lou’s bedside with me. I’d come in and there would be Alec, gently placing cool cloths on Lou’s forehead.”


Hazel seemed lost in her memories. “And when Lou died, well, Alec was there. He helped with all the arrangements. He helped me survive, reminding me to eat, taking me for long walks. He’s the reason I kept on going, because for a while I wanted to give up and join Lou.”


Suddenly she straightened her shoulders. “Forgive me,” she said, smiling softly. “I just want you to know how special Alec is, in spite of his reputation as a bounder.”


Liz nodded. “I sensed that, somehow.”


“You know, he covers his real feelings with great shows of bravado. But it’s all to protect himself. He’s had a rough time of it, Liz. He’s wildly successful now, yet somehow, under the fancy clothes and glossy exterior, he’s still the skinny kid from the Yiddish theater. Tonight, for the first time in a long while, I caught a glimpse of the old Alec. You seemed to bring it out, Liz.”


Liz was silent a moment. “I’ve just met him, and I …” She was unsure of what to say. She felt incredibly presumptuous: How dare she assume she could have any impact on Alec Aarronson? Yet she knew what Hazel wanted to hear.


“I’d never lead anyone on, or deceive someone. At least not intentionally,” she said at last.


Hazel squeezed her hand. “I know. Now I’ll get you a nightgown—you must be ready to drop. And tomorrow I’ll lend you one of my frocks—you’re just about my size. Good night, Liz. And sleep well.”


Hazel left, returning a few moments later with a simple cotton nightgown. Liz slipped it on, slid into bed, and fell into a sound, dreamless sleep.


Liz awoke slowly, the sound of a car horn honking in the distance. The pillow was fluffy and inviting, and she buried her face in the fragrance of freshly laundered sheets. Her eyes fluttered open, and she stretched lazily—then bolted upright in the bed.


“I’m still here!” she moaned.


She looked at her watch, the cracked crystal mute testimony to the subway attack the night before. It was 11:45 A.M., and the house was eerily silent. She supposed everyone was already awake and out of the house. Was it Sunday here?


There was a door slightly ajar, one she’d noticed last night but assumed it was a closet. She crept to the door, wanting to be as quiet as the rest of the house. It was a bathroom, and hanging on the door was a beautifully cut simple white dress. It was made of a very fine cotton, with tiny tucks at the hip-level waist. There was a beige leather belt and knife pleats on either side of the dress.
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