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    Nothing in nature is isolated.


    Nothing is without reference to something else.


    Nothing achieves meaning apart from that which neighbors it.


     


    Goethe
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    CHAPTER 1


    KATE


     


    I see her on the news all the time. Andrea Pryor. A name and face and legs and boobs from central casting. I don’t like her because she’s young and blond and has a great job. She makes fifteen million bucks a year. She reads the news in her power suits and tasty little earrings as if she knows what she’s talking about. She’s cool. She’s sincere. She has the world on a string. You can’t stop looking at her.


    Her people called me. A Gary something. Then a woman whose name I forget. (I may forget names, but ask me about something that happened fifty years ago.) I started to get flattered. I admit it. It’s not as if at my age that many people want to talk to you—especially someone so famous—about your own life, yet.


    To me, though, being that famous is like being in prison, her curious, staring audience like prison guards, her privacy stolen away by the camera and big bucks and other people’s envy and fantasies. I don’t have to deal with the way I’m regarded because I’m not regarded. When you get old, people look through you—you’re a cliché, unseen


    I thought I would miss that look of interest in men, their silent whistles, their smiles. But I’ll tell you something odd. I like it. It’s as if I’m free, liberated from passion—theirs and mine—released from the world, unknown except to myself. I am a fly on the wall, observing the tiny dramas and gossamer illusions of others. My red hair has dimmed and my face has lost its juicy look, but it has gained character. Interest. Intelligence. My anonymity has a mean beauty.


    So I said okay. I’ll talk to her. But no promises. See, I’m not one of those old ladies who live in the past. Being old ain’t no day in the park, but after what I’ve been through, its calm is a sweet relief.


     


    * * *


     


    Five weeks later Andrea Pryor’s assistant called saying Ms. Pryor would arrive on the following Wednesday at two o’clock. It had been so long since the first calls that I thought the big shot changed her mind. But she showed up on my doorstep in Cleveland from New York City forty-five minutes late on the appointed day. I had dressed up—a Dior in mauve silk, my good pearls, diamond stud earrings. My beautiful necklace. High heels to show off my good legs—my cane be damned. I put on makeup and did what I could with my hair that my expensive hairdresser had colored an impressive red I wasn’t sure about.


    I went downstairs and made tea to serve in my silver set on the coffee table, and I filled the cream and sugar bowls. Then I arranged the brownies on a china plate that my housekeeper, Angie, had made that morning. It isn’t every day a famous TV person comes to your house. I began to feel excited and foolish.


    When I opened my door to the exalted lady and her entourage, they entered in single file, the lady anchor in the lead. I have a neat little house. Small lawn, back porch, lilac trees that perfumed the air every Spring I thought could be my last. I noticed her taking in my Oriental rugs, paintings, walls of books. (Books are my refuge and religion.)


    There were two men in business suits following Andrea Pryor at a respectful distance, along with a guy in jeans and a young woman trying to look sexy in a short skirt so far up her thigh that, in my day and when I was her age, I would have been arrested for street walking. She’s managed the unbelievable—to make sex boring. All I’ll say on the subject of sex is that it was more exciting in the olden days when it was hidden. A woman and a man discovering each other slowly, slowly, like a strip tease.


    Andrea Pryor doesn’t look so hot in person. Her eyes are small and she has those little bumps under her skin. She doesn’t look so young close up, either, as if her youthful shine comes from the tube’s glass. She has terrific teeth, though, lined up in two tidy rows, and the taut skinny shape of a woman who works out. Looking at her, I thought I would not like to have her for an enemy. I know the signs from my life with Ben.


    “Andrea Pryor,” she said, holding out her hand, as if I didn’t know.


    I took it and said, “Welcome.” Might as well be polite.


    She introduced the entourage. Tom something, whom I learned later was Tom Wentworth, Vice President of The United Broadcasting System. Thin-mouthed. Hard-eyed. I’ve known killers with that look.


    “And my HBO producer,” she said, nodding toward the other man, “Gerald Robinsky.” Tall, dark-suited, and shined up from his manicure to his gleaming Guccis. His temples were graying nicely, and the piney scent of aftershave wafted out from his pores. Jeans and Short Skirt—don’t ask me their names—were gofers with the titles of assistants.


    “How do you do,” I said. “Please sit down.”


    Like subjects in the presence of the queen, the four remained standing until Andrea was seated, as if they knew that even if you were white and went to Princeton you could be broadsided by a blond with ratings and stiletto heels. You could see it in their weak smiles and the fear in their eyes. You could smell it. I know that look and smell from the old days. Like the bootleggers, they understood power and they sucked up. Power is power—whether it is come by with a bootlegger’s gun or TV ratings. In the old days, when Ben worked the Stork Club Speakeasy, people would kiss his ring—his ass if they could.


    Jeans and Short Skirt didn’t get it. Not that they were too noble to suck up; they were too young and untouched and unaware of how vulnerable they were to life’s broadsides. They sat down on the couch and looked eagerly around as if they expected Bonnie and Clyde to rise from their graves into my living room. Andrea’s short skirt was hiked even farther up her thigh now.


    After Andrea Pryor arranged herself in one of the wing chairs at the fireplace and crossed her long legs, the Suits finally sat down.


    I imagined her indulged, glamorous life. The New York-Los Angeles commute; the four-figure designer clothes; the private jet; the celebrity-packed rolodex; the fawning maître d and the best tables in the best restaurants; the limos; the apartment on Central Park West; the personal trainer; the charity balls; the invitations to dinner parties from the fifteen-minuters and the enduringly elite; the backstage dressing rooms on opening night as celebrities gathered to congratulate and air-kiss the star and each other. But living in Ben Gold’s world had taught me something of the envy and fear and hatred that lurks beneath the famous and their kisses. You live with Ben Gold, you learn.


    “Thank you, Mrs. Gold, for seeing me—us,” Andria Pryor said, smiling with her pretty teeth. She glanced at the books on my shelves, did a double take, and stood up. “Say, isn’t your maiden name Brady?” she asked with narrowed eyes.


    “You’ve done your homework,” I said.


    “You’re the Kate Brady? Who wrote all those crime books?” she said, waving her hand at them.


    “Guilty,” I said, now enjoying myself.


    “I love those books! I’ve read them all—every single one. You’re as good as Elmore Leonard. Maybe better. No one makes crime and suspense so—so—literate.”


    I was beginning to like her. “Thank you,” I said, in my modest meet-the-author voice.


    “Do you keep a journal?”


    “I did.”


    “When can I get a copy?”


    “After I’m dead.”


    She looked at me. “After you’re dead? Why?”


    “Because it’s personal.”


    “Must be a journal with big secrets,” she said. I could swear her eyes shone with something like greed, her face changing to a reasonable imitation of the first woman president of the United States.


    “Yeah, you could say that.”


    Andrea Pryor looked at her watch. “Let’s get down to business. Do you know HBO?”


    What did she think? That I’ve been living in the Home for Old People in the sky? “Yes,” I said. “I know HBO.”


    “We’re here to discuss a documentary for HBO.”


    “So I was told. What about?” But I knew. Of course I knew.


    “About your life with Ben Gold,” Andrea said.


    “Ben Gold has been dead for years. I have nothing to say about Ben Gold.”


    “Mrs. Gold, with all due respect, I don’t believe you heard me. It’s you we’re interested in. The theme of the documentary is the affect the Mafia has on wives and children.”


    “Ben wasn’t Mafia. You had to be Italian to be in the Mafia.”


    “But that’s exactly what we’re interested in—the families of Jewish mobsters like Ben Gold. Most of our information is about the Italian Mafia,” Andrea Pryor said. “Besides, in all the books and movies and TV programs about the mob, the wives have been pretty much ignored. But they’re real women,” she said, as earnestly as a car salesman. “Why do they marry killers? Do they stay or leave? Are they accomplices or victims? Ashamed or proud? Are they afraid of their husbands? Or of their sins in the afterlife?” She spoke quickly, her voice sincere, famous.


    “Okay, you want Jews?” I said. “Go look up Meyer Lansky’s wife. Or Ben Siegel’s. Sholem Bernstein was a member of Murder Incorporated.”


    “We did. You’re the only one still alive.”


    Still alive. Andrea Pryor didn’t have to remind me. All I had to do was look at the four of them with their hard bodies and unfinished faces—and the cane leaning against my chair. But I knew something they didn’t get. That one day they’d be old, too. They should live so long. And look as good.


    “Ben and the Jewish mob worked with the Mafia, didn’t they?” she asked.


    It’s none of your goddamn business, I thought, but I said yes and politely offered tea. The three of them looked at Andrea like third graders for permission. Andrea ignored them.


    “Then it’s Ben Gold’s story you want, not mine,” I said. I didn’t feel like serving tea anyway.


    “No, what we want is your story as it relates to Ben Gold and the way he affected your life. As I said, we want to know about you.” She leaned forward. “As I’ve been trying to say, people are fascinated with mobsters, and a documentary about the wives and children of these violent men hasn’t been done.”


    “What do you know about making a documentary? You’re no Ken Burns. You’re a news anchor,” I said. When you get to be my age you can say anything you want.


    Her color rose a little. She stared at me for a long moment. Then she flicked off my remark like the 800-pound gorilla she was. “I’ve always wanted to produce a documentary,” she said steadily, “and I’ve reached the point in my career with the contacts, resources, and financing available. HBO is committed,” she went on, nodding to the HBO guy on the sofa, who smiled at her. “Which I find very exciting. But I have to tell you. The deal’s based on your complete candor. No holds barred. Names. Events. Details.”


    You should live so long, I thought.


    “Did you know Pretty Boy Floyd?” Short Skirt asked me.


    “He was before my time.”


    “Lucky Luciano?”


    “I knew him.”


    “What did he look like?”


    “Oh, his face was all pock marked and he had sort of a drooping eye—”


    Andrea Pryor cleared her throat loudly and glared at Short Skirt. “So, Mrs. Gold,” she said, turning to me with a smile, “what do you say?”


    I was getting flattered. At her interest in me. At my—let’s face it— loneliness. “So what’s the deal?” I asked.


    She didn’t miss a beat. “Fifty thousand dollars for the exclusive rights to your story. Expenses when you come to New York for interviews with me. Scale for your time being interviewed and as a consultant on the set.” She nodded at Short Skirt who produced a contract from a briefcase and handed it to me. The kid in jeans was jiggling his leg and lighting a cigarette.


    “Put that out!” Andrea hissed.


    He looked around wildly.


    I handed him my empty coffee cup from breakfast. He stubbed out his cigarette and held onto the mug as if it could save him. There was something in his grip, in his erect spine and tight mouth that revealed his driving ambition—the kind of raw, hot ambition that gives no peace. He had it. Political candidates and Hollywood people have it. Also CEOs. So do gangsters. I should know.


    I looked at the lawyerease gobblegook in the contract on my lap.


    “Your attorney will review it.” She crossed her long legs the other way. Her shoes were bronze with heels like daggers. “Do you have pictures?”


    “Pictures?”


    “This is a documentary. We need visuals,” she said, patiently.


    “Hey, wait a minute,” I said. “I haven’t agreed to any of this. I’m sorry you made the trip—I tried to tell whoever it was that called I wasn’t interested.”


    “But do you have them?”


    “Yes, I have pictures.”


    “Let’s see.”


    “But—”


    “Please, Mrs. Gold. We’ve come all this way. It’s the least—”


    “Okay, okay.” I dragged myself off the chair with my cane and pulled the photo albums down from the bookshelf. There must have been four or five stuffed with photographs. Ben was vain.


    I stacked the albums on the coffee table after moving my tea set and magazines to the side. Andrea Pryor and the two executives passed the albums around, silently studying the contents, Andrea’s blond hair falling across her face. Short Skirt, Jeans, and I waited, trying not to look at each other.


    “This is good,” Tom Wentworth said to Andrea Pryor as if I wasn’t sitting there.


    “If we flesh this stuff out with reenactments, there’s enough here to strip across two nights,” the HBO guy said.


    Andrea Pryor turned to Short Skirt. “Jennifer, I want pictures of neighborhoods of the 20s and 30s. I want cars, people, clothes. I want kitchens. I want schools. Houses. Pictures of gangsters. Especially the Jews—Arnold Rothstein, Mushy Wexler, Morris Kleinman, Lansky, Siegel. Their wives and children, if possible.” Short Skirt wrote furiously on a yellow pad. “Go to the network files and libraries. Newspaper morgues. Gary,” she went on, “I want jazz—Armstrong, Ellington, Fitzgerald, Billy Holiday.”


    I listened in disbelief. “Miss Pryor,” I said, “I couldn’t have made it more clear. I’m not going to do this documentary of yours.”


    She handed me her card as if she hadn’t heard a word I said. “Please think it over.” Her voice was soft, earnest. “I promise to treat you and your story with great respect.”


    Respect? I thought. Not if you find out.


    “All you have to do is give us the word,” she went on. “Jennifer will book your flight to New York and arrange for a limo to pick you up here and at LaGuardia. Tom will get the papers ready for signatures. Gerald will send someone here to wrap and Fed Ex the photos.”


    Pryor stood up and then the others rose.


    I got hold of my cane.


    “Oh, don’t get up!” she said, with alarm, as if I were in danger of coming apart.


    I stood without my cane, which was killing me.


    “We’ll book a suite for you at the Plaza,” she said, smiling.


    The Plaza. She said it like she was giving me something. I stayed at the Plaza before she was born.


     


    * * *


     


    And they were gone, leaving a nervous vacuum in the room. Minutes ago I was the center of interest; now, suddenly, I was standing alone in an abandoned space listening to the silence. A glossy stranger had barged in with the past that I thought I had finally escaped and then left me alone with the ghosts.


    My leg was hurting. Serves me right for showing off. Good that I got rid of them. Good that I refused to give them information to exploit for profit at my expense. Good that I won’t let them invade my privacy. Now my life will go on as it has.


    But it didn’t.


    I couldn’t concentrate on the book in my lap. I lost interest in my weekly bridge game. I cancelled my date with a neighbor to attend a play at the Hanna Theater. Television bored me. My friends’ conversations about their trips and grandchildren bored me. I burned my breakfast toast and my hamburger that night. Andrea Pryor had stirred up a past that was becoming more alive to me than the present.


    Before she turned up, I had buried those long-ago days into a new life that now seemed so banal and dull I became overcome with an unremitting loneliness. It sat with me when I ate lunch and dinner, got into bed with me, hovered over my chair as I tried to read. I stood it as long as I could.


    I looked at Andrea Pryor’s card and said what the hell. What can they do to me? Please. I’m eighty years old. I may not live until Saturday.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


     


    She called me at the Plaza and said she’d be late. It pissed me off. Here I was, looking at the sofa and chairs and wall of generic pictures waiting for her Royal Highness. Seduced, foolish, still lonely, I had signed the damn contract as if my mistaken, misspent life was somehow significant. Or was it vanity? Being courted by one of the most famous women in the country? Or was I trying to get some meaning out of that time—when there was no meaning? Did I unconsciously want to confess? I didn’t know. All I knew was that it was a mistake to come here and I had to find a way to get out of the contract and out of here.


    I should have brought my books. Alice Munro. Lorrie Moore. Raymond Carver’s lost couples. Edith Wharton’s women who screwed up like I did. I walked over to the window and looked down at the men and women hurrying along on mysterious errands. There were runners, walkers, mothers with children, guys on bikes. A leafy green park. I heard a door slam in the corridor; I heard voices in the hall; I heard someone’s telephone ring and felt a stab of loneliness. I thought I was used to being alone, but this was different. Since Andrea turned up in my life, loneliness had lost its peacefulness. It had an edge.


    I had to get out of this room.


     


    The corridor smelled of someone’s perfume. I rang for the elevator—the descent was automatic and swift. When I was here with Ben, a man in a smart uniform with shiny buttons came up for you. Inside, he drove the elevator with a handle, stopping at each floor with a bump and then carefully adjusting the elevator to line up with the floor. Sometimes, if the operator was new, it took him several tries, jerking the elevator up and down over and over until he got it level. We were dressed in chiffons and pearls, our hair was bobbed, we were going out into the night; there was a delicious sense of illicit adventure in the air. Coming home from the speakeasies, smelling of bootlegged whiskey, we smiled at each other in the elevator. Today, the passengers stand silently in their jeans and shirts avoiding eye contact.


    In the lobby I realized I had forgotten my cane, but I was too agitated to go back for it. Where did all these shops in the lobby come from? And that Palm Court? I looked at the posted menu. Eighty dollars for “High Tea for Two.” A month’s rent the last time I stood here. New York was like a village then, a place of sparse traffic and familiar faces, and unless you were a bootlegger in a turf war, a town of safe streets. Ben and I knew the bartenders and bouncers and restaurateurs and speakeasies and town characters. Oh, here I go again thinking about the past. Well, isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?


     


    I went back to the suite and got the contract from my suitcase.


    The Party of the second part shall cooperate fully with the Party of the first part and will answer all questions from the Party of the first part with full disclosure and complete candor. Concealing any information by the Party of the second part will make items (a) through (t) invalid.


    I heaved a sigh of relief. It was only a matter of time until they sent me packing. Unless they thought they could get blood from a stone.


    I stretched out on the sofa and fell into a deep sleep.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    LUANNE


     


    Even before Luanne was old enough to comprehend what she watched, she sat enthralled with the news. The news! They had a ten-inch black and white TV in their trailer with a snowy picture—a small, ugly cactus plant stood on top, so malformed it could have grown on the moon. Walter Cronkite was her favorite. Every evening at six-thirty he took her beyond the miniature world of their trailer with its fake wood paneling and lawn of weeds. It was not a trailer that went anywhere; it stayed parked three miles from the interstate in slot 64 of the Greenleaf Trailer Park in Southeast Cleveland like a sleeping beast.


    Sitting cross-legged on the floor, the television light playing across her upturned face, she waited for six-thirty when Walter would come on the TV and tell her things. Why didn’t she have a father? Why didn’t she live in a real house like the kids at school? Where did her mother go every night? She danced to the rhythm of his words, skinny arms waving, small feet flying as his sonorous voice came to her like a song. She would grow up, get inside the glass with Walter, and know everything, too.


    Once, so long ago she could hardly remember, a man came to the trailer.


    “Are you my daddy?”


    “Yes. We’re family, you and me, father and daughter.”


    Luanne liked the way ‘daughter’ sounded coming out of her father’s mouth. The word sounded grown-up, important. As if he loved her.


    “Then you’re supposed to stay with me.”


    “I can’t stay, but I’ll come back to see you.”


    Walter Cronkite came Monday through Friday at six-thirty, but her father stayed away.


     


    * * *


     


    Later, much later, Luanne realized where her mother went on the nights she disappeared, feeling an unfamiliar rush of gratitude to her for not bringing any of them home. Her mother wore tight toreador pants in a lively print and dangling earrings, and once a month colored her hair red in the bathroom with the door locked. She made spit curls on her forehead and cheeks; painted over the chipped red polish on her fingernails, put on dangerous looking skyscraper shoes, and left the trailer, her bracelets jangling. Estelle from two trailers away came to babysit and fell asleep on the couch, alarming Luanne with her white face and rattled breathing. When her mother finally came home, she had to help the old lady walk back to her trailer.


    When Luanne was old enough to stay home alone she would take the front page of the Cleveland Plain Dealer to the tiny bedroom and practice memorizing six lines of a paragraph at a glance. Then she said the lines to the glass hanging over the clutter of her mother’s jars and bottles. The watching mirror was the television screen; her mousy brown hair, freckles, slightly protruding teeth, pale eyes, and flat ten-year-old chest was transformed in the mirror to the beautiful Luanne Persky, television star. Walter Cronkite was her phantom father; she would be where he was, intimate and remote, there and not there. Safe.


    The trailer smelled of her mother’s cigarettes, her perfume. Cooking odors wafted from the windows of neighboring trailers open to the summer’s heat. Her mother warmed cans of Franco American spaghetti and Campbell’s chicken noodle soup on the hot plate for Luanne’s dinners and kept a loaf of Wonder Bread, a jar of peanut butter, a jar of jelly, and a quart of milk in the refrigerator for her. In the cupboard over the couch there were a few cans of tuna fish, a box of corn flakes, and two bottles of gin. The freezer in the leaky, smelly fridge held a half carton of chocolate ice cream that grew fur and a tray of ice cubes. Every night at six o’clock her mother banged them out in the sink, rattled them in her glass, and poured gin from the bottle over the ice. Then she took her shoes off and stretched out on the couch. When it was time for Walter Cronkite to come on the television, she knew enough not to change the channel if she didn’t want to hear her otherwise unnervingly-quiet daughter throw a screaming tantrum.


     


    * * *


     


    “I came for my mother,” Luanne said to the precinct officer behind the desk as she handed over two-hundred and twenty-five dollars in moist, crumpled bills from the coffee can at home.


    “Her name?”


    “Blanche Persky.”


    He poked at some keys on the computer and looked up at her with narrowed eyes.


    She knew what was coming.


    “How old are you?”


    “Eighteen,” Luanne lied. Cops call Protective Services when fourteen-year-old girls show up to bail their mothers out of jail. She wasn’t exactly crazy about living with her mother, but she wasn’t about to go into foster care.


    “What’s your name?”


    “Luanne.”


    “Luanne Persky?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Where do you live?”


    Luanne made up an address. She had been here before.


    “Phone number?”


    That was easy.


    He scrolled the computer screen. “You’ve moved since the last time you were here?”


    Luanne nodded.


    He gazed at her. “I have a daughter your age, and she ain’t eighteen.” He shook his head, sighing. “Wait over there,” he said, pointing to a bench against the wall next to the men’s room.
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