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CHAPTER 1

  The day of the murder

  June 10, 1932

Ben Gold’s killer knew that he was a man of regular habits. His bedroom light went on exactly at 7:00, the bathroom light at 7:10, and he was always nattily dressed in suit and fedora by 7:40 when he left for his morning walk to Jake’s Newsstand to pick up the Cleveland Plain Dealer.

The killer also knew that Gold took a shortcut through a nearby alley and the killer waited there, hidden in a doorway of an indented and closed shoe repair shop. Sometimes, if a headline happened to interest Gold as he walked back with the newspaper, he would stop and read the article, which worried the assassin because it could dangerously throw the timing off. But in exactly five minutes, Gold’s footsteps were heard. As he approached, the executioner removed the safety of the Smith & Wesson .38, stepped out, and pointed the gun. Small, dressed in knickers, a shirt and cap, the murderer looked to be no more than fifteen or sixteen years old.

Gold opened his mouth in puzzlement then in shocked recognition.

The bullet shattered his face.


  
CHAPTER 2

  Two years before the murder

  April 10, 1930

Standing next to my mother I actually felt her vibrating nerves and great gin-thirst. And saw that the hat on her head was all wrong. The butler had led us through the elegant high-ceilinged rooms to the broad flower-bordered patio, and we stood there staring at the clusters of animated ladies and gentlemen in their perfect spring clothes, the terraced lawn and striped tent with the buffet table bearing trays of canapés, small sandwiches, pastel fruits, glistening pastries. Vivian’s family had decided to have the party a month before graduation so as not to conflict with the other celebrations and events on their daughters’ social calendars.

Two weeks earlier when I came home from school my mother had opened the door grinning from ear to ear. “We’re invited to Vivian’s graduation party!”

My heart sank. I had planned to get the invitation out of the mailbox before she got home from work. But all I said was, “Of course we’re invited. She’s inviting the whole graduation class.”

“And their parents,” she reminded me.

Which was what worried me. “Mama,” I said, “your nerves. The party’ll be bad for your nerves.” Nerves was the word we’d used for her drinking since I was seven years old.

“Don’t worry about my nerves.”

“So why didn’t you go to work today?”

“I had a headache.”

Headache. We both knew what that meant. I watched my mother stand the engraved invitation up against the toaster. “Look. Mama—”

She turned to me, smiling. “Kate. I promise. I won’t drink. I promise.”

I shouldn’t have believed her. But I loved my mother for the rigid sobriety she sometimes managed and was keenly aware of the discipline and loss it required. Like the times between binges when I came home from school and there’d be a gleaming apartment that smelled of soap, fragrant beef stew simmering on the stove, apple sauce, and yellow sponge cake cooling on the cracked enamel table, a perfectly sober, scrubbed, brushed, bustling, smiling, crisply-aproned mother, a mother from my most improbable fantasies. We would sit down to this normal dinner as if it was not at all out of the ordinary, as if this was the way we always lived and always would, and by the time I got into my sweet-smelling bed of freshly washed and ironed sheets I had come to believe it, reversing in my mind the real and the unreal mother; this mother was the real mom, the one who would stay; the drunk mother was a mistake, a terrible exception (now seemed rectified forever). The proof lay in my warm and full stomach and these very real, tight, clean sheets and the left-over stew and apple sauce in bowls in the ice box, all correctly covered with waxed paper.

As soon as Vivian saw me and my mother standing there staring, she rushed over, her blonde hair flying. “Kate! Mrs. Brady!” she cried. “You’re so late!” She took my mother’s hand. “Come, Mrs. Brady, I want you to meet my mom.”

My mother stiffened and pulled back. Vivian and I had been best friends since seventh grade, but our mothers had never met. Although both happened to be Jewish, they were separated by money, class, background, and education—not to mention Mrs. Joseph’s anti-Semitic social climbing. So what did Vivian think she was doing by dragging my mom over to meet her?

But she had her by the elbow and was half leading, half dragging her over to her mother, while I hurried along behind. Mrs. Joseph was standing with a group of four or five ladies in a chiffon dress to her ankles and a matching wide-brimmed hat. She was small, with dark hair and eyes, and a soft, round face—you would never think blonde Vivian with her cheekbones and height was her daughter. In fact, Vivian wanted to believe she wasn’t, and not because of her looks. She thought her mother was a snob.

Mrs. Joseph said hello Kate or something like that and when Vivian introduced my mother she merely nodded with a sort of half smile and turned back to her friends. And that was that. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or furious. Vivian was so flushed and excited by the party she didn’t seem to notice how rudely Mrs. Joseph dismissed my mother, and was already pulling me over to the tent. I looked back helplessly at her standing alone in the middle of the lawn. I didn’t want to leave my mother there.

But we joined Alice, Jessica, and Isobel—three of our classmates who had excluded us since seventh grade from their parties and homes and tennis courts and speedboats and summer picnics; from their lives. Invitations had been sent and received for Isobel’s coming out party but not by Vivian or me. For the others, Vivian may have been the first Jew they had ever seen, with or without horns. And she was certainly the first Jew ever permitted to cross the threshold of the rarefied environs of The Windsor Danbury School for Girls on its wooded Shaker Heights campus. That is, if you don’t count a few distant Rothschild cousins and the three or four daughters of families who had changed their names and joined the Episcopal Church. And I was a scholarship student and probably the less said about my family the better. Being half Catholic and poor was the least of it—my Jewish mother had a “drinking problem”—as they called it in those days—and I hadn’t seen my father, Nolan Brady, since he ran out on us when I was five. Vivian’s paternal grandparents were the well-known philanthropists, Samson and Hilda Joseph, but for all I knew my grandparents were still in Ireland, or maybe they ran away somewhere, too. Maybe vanishing runs in the family. But equally rejected by our classmates in the politely cruel way of their privilege and upbringing, the vast differences between Vivian and me of money and family and religion and anything else you might name were leveled, and we became best friends. At Windsor Danbury, prejudice was a great leveler, as democratic as death.

“Kate, your dress is so pretty,” Alice was saying.

“Thank you,” I said, watching my mother out of the corner of my eye as she joined a group of three or four people on the lawn. Well, my dress should be pretty. It took maybe six months of wrapping bagels and cholla bread and Kaiser rolls at Shapiro’s Bakery. But it was pretty; a sheer white cotton with a wide off-the-shoulder ruffle and another one along the hem.

“Did you get the scholarship?” Isobel asked me.

“It came last week,” I said, grinning, glad she asked.

“What’s your major?”

“English.”

Isobel nodded. “I liked your stories you read in class.”

“I’m, going to be a writer,” I said. I didn’t tell her that I had no idea where I’d get the money for room and board and books.

It seemed as if I had been waiting all my life to leave home. Or anyway, since I was maybe six, after my father took off. And by the time I was fourteen I was afraid that if I didn’t get away I’d start acting like my mother. Watching her relax happily with her bourbon over ice I sometimes envied her this sweet oblivion, and these wistful impulses scared me. Smiling a half smile, as if listening to something enticing, like music or a lover, my mother sipped proudly with her pinky finger sticking out, tinkling the ice she had chipped off the big block in the icebox. Her fingers caressed the glass, actually caressed its cool, moist surface slowly, as if she loved it. Well, she did love it. More than me. No doubt about it. I could never make her feel that good.

I walked around the buffet table sampling a small chicken sandwich and a strange-tasting canapé, with one eye on my mother. The people she had been with were drifting away, and I watched as she went over to the silver punch bowl and helped herself to a cupful. She stood sipping, looking around with a soft, attentive smile on her face. The waiter passing canapés offered her his tray. She studied the assortment and chose one, holding it daintily. No one was talking to her or anything and she stood alone on the sweeping lawn looking small and alert. I wanted to go over to her, but Isobel was watching me narrowly and I felt a familiar stab of shame. I was ashamed of my mother—of her dress of lilacs on a brown background and the hat on her head and her periodic binges and her job setting hair and the flask of bootlegged gin she carried around in her purse. I felt my face get hot. I was ashamed of being ashamed.

“Congratulations,” Alice was saying. “My sister graduated from State last year. She liked it okay.”

“On a scholarship?” Vivian asked.

“Not with her grades,” she said, giggling. Alice was the first one to grow breasts that showed. There had been a rumor that she was actually engaged to someone, but Isobel, who knew everything, said the rumor was rubbish, and that the new and enormous star sapphire ring she wore on her left hand was actually a graduation gift from her parents. Even though everyone knew that Alice was so rich she could probably marry just about anyone, I couldn’t imagine how a rumor like that could have started—the only contact we were permitted with boys was at the chaperoned dances at University School with pimply-faced, sweaty, skinny boys who were too short and pressed their hard thing against you during the fox trot.

“Is your mother here?” Isobel asked me.

“She’s around somewhere,” I answered, waving my arm vaguely. But when I looked I couldn’t see her. Trying not to panic I walked among the clusters of guests, checking out the buffet table and punch bowl. My mother had vanished.

I found Vivian and pulled her aside. “Have you seen my mother?”

“Stop worrying about her for once. We’re at my party. She’s okay. Maybe she went to the bathroom or something. Relax.” She took my arm. “Come on, let’s get some punch.”

Vivian’s right, I told myself. Relax, I told myself. We went over to the punch bowl and Vivian filled two cups. Then we joined our classmates again and I stood there, holding a glass cup of pink punch, pretending I had a regular mother. Isobel, Jessica, and Alice were talking about spending the July Fourth weekend at Alice’s hunting lodge in Virginia, continuing their conversation as if Vivian and I were not standing there, uninvited. Suddenly, I didn’t care. Not anymore. I had graduated from their mean world.

“Is that your mother?” Isobel asked, gesturing. Looking up, I saw her come out of the house and weave unsteadily toward one of the waiters. While I watched, while they all watched, she took a glass of punch off his tray, poured some gin into it from her flask, and drained it. Then she took a swig directly from the flask. Of course. That’s where she’d been. Drinking in the house, probably the bathroom. My hands started to sweat. I knew how little it took to get my mother thoroughly drunk. She now had a passionate grip on the white-coated waiter while he tried valiantly to disengage himself from her fist on his lapel.

When I could get my legs to move, I dashed over and got hold of her arm. “Mama,” I said, “let’s go.”

“Get away from me!” she hollered. Then she said to someone over my shoulder, “Who the hell you think you’re staring at?”

I turned around. Vivian’s mother was standing in a halo of chiffon, a small woman, really, who looked as if she packed more wallop in her hundred plus pounds and five feet two frame than any man, woman or beast twice her size. She had a presence, a stature that imposed itself, no doubt about it. And here she was looking at my mother as if from Mt. Olympus, short as she was. And she was definitely not pleased.

“I think you’d better get your mother home,” Mrs. Joseph said to me. Her voice was soft. It also had the steel command of a field general.

“I heard you!” my mother yelled. “I heard what you said! Who the hell you think you’re sending home!” she hollered. I grabbed her arm but she jerked it away so hard she spilled her drink, just missing Mrs. Joseph’s chiffon. “You listen to me! Katie and me we’re not goin’ home. Katie and me we’re staying right here at this here party!” My mother drew herself up with great dignity. “Me and my daughter we’re just as goddamn good as you and so’s my daughter!” she shouted, waving her hand around that held the flask. Some of the gin spilled on my dress. I smelled it. The entire party had stopped, everyone on the lawn and under the tent staring motionlessly as if frozen in a photograph. Even my own legs seemed nailed to the ground, and I do not know how I got my mother to the street. Even later, all I could remember were the staring young ladies in their white graduation dresses and my own flaming face and wet eyes.

Somehow I got her on the streetcar and home. Inside the apartment my mother walked to her bed skillfully skirting the couch and ironing board with her hand outstretched like a dignified blind person. Although she rarely stumbled or tripped in her path from her drinking chair, as I’d called it since I was ten years old, I took my usual position behind her until she had passed out safely on her bed.


  CHAPTER 3

Although President Hoover assured the country that prosperity was just around the corner, the fact was that so many customers were being laid off they only bought day-old bread, and Mrs. Shapiro had to let Mr. Ornstein go, get up in the middle of the night, and do the baking herself. And I was next. Three months after Vivian and her trunks left for Pembroke College, Mrs. Shapiro put her arms around me and told me with wet eyes that Friday would have to be my last day. When I began to feel tears gather behind my eyes, I swallowed them back—I felt as if I had somehow accumulated a reservoir of tears that lay ancient and unshed from before history, and I was afraid if I let go and started crying I would never stop. I had to keep my finger in the dike.

But my eyes kept filling up anyway and I was still wiping them on my apron and Mrs. Shapiro was blowing her nose like a foghorn, when Ben Gold strode into the bakery. He asked Mrs. Shapiro for a loaf of rye and stood staring at me while she wrapped it. Snapping the string smartly, Mrs. Shapiro took his money and handed him his bread and change, but instead of leaving with his bread under his arm as he usually did, he walked over to me and stretched his hand across the counter. “Ben Gold,” he said with his splendid smile.

“Kate Brady,” I said, taking his hand.

“Would you let me see you home some time?” he asked, smiling.

But I was too shaken to speak. Where was I to find another job when the newspapers were full of plant closings and foreclosures? This morning’s Plain Dealer had an article about soup lines. What was I going to do? The person I had trusted above all else since I was ten years old had just fired me. The sweet smell of coconut bars and macaroons lined up on the counter was making me sick. My life was making me sick. The scholarship I was about to lose was making me sick. Vivian was gone. Everyone else I knew from school was scattered and were never my friends anyway. I had no idea what to do after Friday or with the rest of my life, and I felt such an appalling convulsion of rage and grief that the floor seemed to move under my feet. I held onto the counter. Aware that this Ben Gold was standing there smiling at me, I began wiping the display case again and told him that I wouldn’t be coming to work after Friday.

“So how about today? I sure do waste a lot of bread on account of you, Kate Brady,” he said, grinning. “That’s a shame in times like these. And it’s all your fault.”

Of course I had noticed him come into the bakery for days staring at me while Mrs. Shapiro wrapped his bread and counted out the change in his palm. But that stored-up avalanche of tears was threatening me again, and all I could do was wonder what on earth he saw in me that kept him coming back for bread he didn’t want. Just fired by my mentor, the kind, deep-voiced widow Shapiro, unemployed and unwanted and nowhere to go, I felt too thin, my hair too curly and red and unfashionably long, my skin too white, my eyes too pale, not to mention the haughty manner that inspired Mrs. Shapiro to call me the Queen of Sheba. (Don’t forget Mrs. Robbins owes for three loaves, Miss Queen of Sheba; or the front case needs cleaning today, Miss Queen of Sheba, she would say when she left for her coffee and corned beef sandwich at Feldman’s Delicatessen each afternoon at one.)

“Cat got your tongue?” Ben said, smiling. I looked up at him. He was wearing a tan double-breasted suit, pale mesh wing tips, a yellow shirt and a tie of pastel paisley, topped off with a skimmer. A winter sun dappled his dark hair and pastel hues with light and shadow; his amber eyes had golden lights, which (I learned later) upon certain occasions of anger or other inner heat would actually turn yellow. He reminded me of a movie star, Rudolph Valentino or John Barrymore, someone like that. Staring at his gallant and exotic appearance only moments after I lost everything suddenly had for me the magic of a fairy tale and I had a swift seductive fantasy of rescue. I did not know then that self-deception is the child of confusion and pain; I breathed the air of sentimental delusion as if this smiling stranger was a hand pulling me back from the edge, and I flirted back as if I were Joan Crawford in the movies, or deep in a sweet daydream.

But I couldn’t let him take me home. My mother embarrassed me. It was as if her years of drinking had eaten a permanent rut of shame within my heart, leaving it like a damaged liver. A casual reference to my mother by someone could still make my heart stop with mortification as if they knew about all the times Mr. Blum called the school office with a message that my mother was spending my father’s occasional check in Blum’s Grocery Store on unlikely assortments: five jars of Hellman’s mayonnaise and six loaves of Wonder Bread, or eight tins of red domestic caviar, or a dozen cans of Tabby Cat Food (we had no cat) and a bag of onions, among other fanciful combinations. Once she bought nothing but six cabbages.

The monitor would hand me the folded note, and face flaming, I’d slip out of class feeling the weight of my mother’s failings as my own. After riding the streetcar to my neighborhood, I would walk toward Blum’s as slowly as I could, looking over my shoulder, my heart pounding with a terrible humiliation and an appalling fury that seemed to hold the very bones in my feet captive. I would usually find my mother halfway home by now, cradling her grocery bag to her breast like a baby and trailing her familiar gin-smell. She made the watching neighbors feel, I knew, superior and virtuous, in spite of their own bottle kept discretely under the sink with the Brillo pads and scouring powder; in spite of the roll they would swipe from the open bin (I saw them) when Mrs. Shapiro wasn’t looking.

But my mother was on the wagon now, and if I brought Ben home she would change into her polished white shoes with the Cuban heels and put on her best dress—a print of small lilacs on a brown background. My mother would make tea and arrange fig newtons and ginger snaps from their boxes in neat rows on a scalloped paper doily. She would talk about the weather and look apprehensive and distracted, and her hands would tremble the way they never did when she drank, and I would not be able to understand my own confused and guilty rage, or why I felt so wretched.

“So, how about it?” Ben was saying.

Blushing from this dapper stranger’s persistent attention, feeling moist from the heat of the ovens and my own blush and the unseasonably warm November afternoon, I saw Ben Gold’s car through the storefront window, a shining black Packard. Except for Vivian’s parents no one I knew had an automobile, not even Mrs. Shapiro.

Mrs. Shapiro got up from her stool where she had been sitting pretending not to listen. She opened the cash register and handed me my week’s wages of eight dollars. “Go,” she said, giving me a hard little shove. “I’m closing up early.”

I took off my apron. “Let’s go over to Hansen’s,” I said to Ben Gold.

* * *

The next day I told my mother I was going job-hunting and took the streetcar downtown to meet Ben for lunch, as we had arranged when we sat drinking lemonade in a torn booth in Hansen’s Coffee Shop. It was the warmest November on record, the radio said, and from the streetcar window I watched stray newspapers tossed about by an unseasonably warm wind. Inside, people in their seats pulled off coats and stared out on the bare winter trees, looking uneasy.

Ben was waiting for me when I arrived at Halle’s Department Store, slouched against the glove counter, looking around in that observant, arrogant way of his. From the pearl-gray wide-brimmed fedora on his head to his brown wingtips, he looked as if he owned the place. I looked down at my cotton blouse, plaid skirt, and the coat over my arm and thought about the beautiful clothes Vivian’s mother bought her for college. I imagined the feel of silk on my skin, the way Vivian’s blue chiffon prom dress would look with my hair. Damn. When Ben saw me he flashed his grand smile, and without speaking, took my arm and steered me past the cosmetic counter out the door to his car at the curb. The knot of people who had gathered around the car scattered while the doorman sprinted ahead, opened the door, and handed me inside.

When we arrived at the restaurant, Mr. and Mrs. Wong greeted us with smiles and bows and Mrs. Wong led us through the nearly-empty restaurant to a white-clothed table next to a window. Ben ordered grandly, seriously. First there was egg drop soup, then egg foo yong, chop suey, chow mein, thin crispy noodles, rice, tea in tiny cups, and almond cookies. Ben sat quietly across the table from me, but I felt his presence powerfully. There was something melodramatic about my attraction to Ben—as if he were someone in the movies, someone unreal, someone you made up because you didn’t have a job or a boyfriend. Years later, there were times when I thought he was in the next room or with me in the dark. Sometimes I imagined his breath on my cheek.

Ben talked while I ate, eating little himself, speaking rapidly, as if trying to cover much material in a short time, as if he had to rush off to another appointment. (I noticed him glance at his watch.) He said he was twenty-eight years old, that he had started his own insurance business when he was eighteen and built it up during the boom years. He told me that when everyone else was riding the stock market he took his father’s advice and sewed his money in the mattress. He was now buying properties all over town at a fraction of their value, he said, as well as gold and diamonds. He had two employees, an accountant, and a general helper who served as driver, premium collector, errand runner, and whatever else had to be done, and they all worked from offices in his house.

I told him about school and about my scholarship and about Mrs. Shapiro. I told him that I didn’t know where my father was and that my mother used to work at Irene’s Beauty Shop setting her customers’ hair in the latest style. But my mother was an invalid now, I told him, needed me home to take care of her, and didn’t want me to go away to college or out on dates. I don’t know why I lied. Ben listened with a kind of amused attentiveness as if he knew I was lying. His fingernails were shiny and immaculate, his hair was clipped and brushed, and he smelled of a pine forest.

After lunch we drove out of the city toward the Heights. I opened the window and let the wind blow my hair back—the only time I got to ride in an automobile was when Vivian’s chauffeur picked her up at school on rainy days and gave me a lift home. As we drove into Vivian’s neighborhood, the houses grew larger, more elegant, and farther apart; the trees taller and grander, the lawns mysteriously weedless. Even the shrubs were as perfectly shaped as on a child’s board game. Order and tranquility seemed to float from the proud silent streets into the car and the fragrant breeze I felt on my face, like the invisible people who lived here, never seemed to come to my neighborhood. There were no signs of children or dogs or dirt, as if the houses weren’t for real people at all, just facades on a movie set.

Ben slowed the car as we approached a large red brick house with white pillars that reminded me of pictures I had seen of antebellum Southern mansions. It was set back from the street and almost hidden by a range of viburnums and rhododendrons. He pulled the car into the circular driveway, came around to my side of the car, and opened the door.

I sat on the soft white leather seat staring straight ahead.

“Come on in,” he said. “I want to show you my house.”

I didn’t budge.

“Come on,” he said again, smiling, his urgency crackling the air. “I don’t bite.”

“I have to be getting home.”

He slammed the door, got back behind the wheel, and started the car.

“It’s just that my mother’s strict,” I said, wishing it were true.

He drove without speaking, fists on the steering wheel. His obvious intentions and my own excitement that escalated with his heated presence bothered me and I moved over to the window. I glanced at his flushed profile. He was no longer a safe distance across a lunch table, no longer a romantic idea of rescue. He was too real, too old for me, too sure of himself; I was in over my head and I knew it. He would take me home and I would never see him again.

But I did not want to go home. My mother was there, clattering around in the unlaced oxfords that she wore two sizes too large to accommodate the big bunions that rose like pink marbles from her crooked disfigured toes. This was from her years of working in the Chinese laundry over on Chapman Street. This was before she drank, before I remembered. The klopity noise my mother always made on the thin rug in her oversized shoes was a familiar sound to me from early childhood, a comfort, telling me that my mother was near. Remembering how I longed to be near my mother then, it was impossible to believe how much I longed to be away from her now.
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drawn characters in an era of gangsters and bootleggers.”
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