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  ‘… New York is a cesspool of criminals, radicals, pseudo-intellectuals with their Ivy League noses in the air. And those damned new women with their short hair! I’ve seen photos of them strutting in trousers and neckties and derby hats. Some of them even flaunt cigars and pipes. In public! I don’t want you going that way.’


  ‘Papa, that’s ridiculous. I won’t.’


  ‘You’re a lovely girl’ – she avoided his eyes – ‘but emotional. At this moment I would say slightly hysterical. Let me be plain. If you persist with this mad idea, you’ll incur my deep displeasure.’


  But she already had, it was evident in the set of his mouth, the crow’s feet around his eyes. She marched to him in two quick strides, confronted him without blinking.


  ‘Then what, Papa? You’ll disown me?’


  ‘I dislike your tone of voice.’


  ‘I’m sorry, I’m a grown woman. I’ll always be your daughter, but I’m not your slave.’


  ‘I forbid you to go. I forbid it!’


  The office had grown dark as a cave; the last red light was gone, and the stars were strewn high on the other side of the glass, which vibrated in the lake wind.


  ‘You have nothing to say about it, Papa. Goodbye.’


  Fritzi was almost in tears. She dashed out, giving the office door a mighty slam. It was a splendid curtain cue, for a play. The difference was, when a play ended, there were no consequences.
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  The man who worked with me on California Gold was one of the great editors of recent times. I wanted to thank him publicly for his help but could not; he didn’t like to have his name used in that way. He said a book, not its editor, should receive credit.


  Though I was disappointed I honored his wish. You won’t find his name in California Gold, which he improved vastly with his advice and editorial pencil.


  Now, with sadness, but a sense of closure too, I can finish what was left undone in 1959. Gratefully, I dedicate this book to the memory of the late Joe Fox.


  America has been a land of dreams. A land where the aspirations of people from countries cluttered with rich, cumbersome, aristocratic, ideological pasts can reach for what once seemed unattainable. Here they have tried to make dreams come true.


  – DANIEL BOORSTIN


  ‘Eddie,’Papa said, ‘you’re a lucky boy to be born when you were. There are a lot of new things in the making, and you ought to have a hand in them.’ Those were the last words Papa said to me.… It was August, 1904.


  – EDWARD V. RICKENBACKER


  
PART ONE



  DREAMERS


  Blow the Domestic Hearth! I should like to be going all over the kingdom … and acting everywhere. There’s nothing in the world equal to seeing the house rise at you, one sea of delighted faces, one hurrah of applause!


  – CHARLES DICKENS, on tour with his

  company of amateur actors, 1848


  Tell all the gang at Forty-second Street that I will soon be there.


  – GEORGE M. COHAN, written for the

  musical Little Johnny Jones, 1904


  
1 • Actress



  Fritzi Crown flung her bike on the grass and ran down to the water’s edge. She skipped across wet boulders strewn along the shore until she stood where the waves broke and showered her with bracing spray. It was first light, the dawn of a chill morning in early December 1906. Along the horizon the sky was orange as the maw of a steel furnace, metal gray above.


  Remembering a recurring dream that had held her in the moments before she woke — a dream in which she stood on a Broadway stage while thunderous applause rolled over her – Fritzi threw her arms out, threw her head back like some pagan worshiper of the dawn. The wind streamed off Lake Michigan, out of the east, where lay the mysterious and alluring place that occupied her thoughts in most of her waking moments.


  The waves crashed. The wind sang in her ears, a repeating litany that had grown more and more insistent in past weeks. Time to go. Time to go!


  Red-faced, windblown but exhilarated, she stepped down from the rocks and turned toward the bike lying on the grass shriveled and browned by the autumn frost. The bike was a beautiful Fleetwing with a carmine enamel frame, gleaming silver rims and spokes. It was a ‘safety’ – wheels of equal size – now the standard after years of highwheel models, the kind on which she’d learned.


  Fritzi was a long-legged young woman with an oval face, a nose she considered too big, legs she considered too skinny, a bosom she considered flat. She was dressed for cold weather. On top of a suit of misses’ long underwear she wore her bathing costume of heavy alpaca cloth – a separate skirt, a top with attached bloomers, both navy blue. Her cycling shoes were tan covert-cloth oxfords with corrugated rubber soles. For added warmth she’d put on wool mittens and her younger brother’s football sweater, a black cardigan with an orange letter P. He had bequeathed it to her after he was thrown out of Princeton. A knitted tam barely contained her long, unruly blond hair. Altogether it was the kind of costume that her father, General Joseph Crown, the millionaire brewer, disapproved of – vocally, and often.


  ‘Ta-la, Papa, you must remember I’m a grown girl and can pick out my own clothes,’ she would say in an effort to tease him out of it.


  He disapproved of that, too.


  The spectacular sunrise burst over the lake and burnished a row of trees near the footpath. Wind tore the last withered leaves off the branches and flung them into fanciful whirlwinds. The leaf clouds spiraled up and up, like her buoyant spirits. There were great risks in the decision she must make. They started right here in Chicago, in her own family.


  Returning to her bike. Fritzi stopped abruptly. In thick evergreens planted behind the trees, a pair of eyes gleamed like a rodent’s. But they didn’t belong to a rodent, they belonged to a man – a filthy, ragged tramp who’d been spying on her. He lurched out of the shrubbery, coming toward her. Fritzi was sharply aware of how early it was, how isolated she was here.


  The tramp planted his feet a yard in front of her. The sleeves of his coat shone like a greasy skillet, ‘Hello, girlie.’ Fritzi swallowed, thinking desperately. Even upwind of the man she caught his stupefying stench – mostly liquor and dirt. He was burly, obviously much stronger.


  He winked at her.


  ‘Girls out wanderin’ by theyselves this time of morning, they’re either runaways or little levee whores.’ His baritone voice was thickened by hoarseness and phlegm. He stuck out his arms, wiggled his fingers with an oafish leer. His nails were broken and black with dirt.


  ‘Come give us a kiss.’ He dropped his left hand to his pants. ‘Anywhere you please.’


  For want of her usual weapon of defense, a long hat pin, Fritzi called on her primary talent. She replied in a loud and almost perfect imitation of his wheezy baritone: ‘Don’t let this long hair fool you, bub. You’ve got the wrong fellow.’


  The tramp’s eyes bugged. He was confounded by the male bellow issuing from Fritzi’s chapped lips. She’d always been a keen mimic, sometimes getting into a pickle because of her rash choice of subject, especially schoolteachers. The tramp’s confusion gave her the extra seconds she needed. She sprang to her bike, wheeled it onto the path, ran and threw a long leg over the saddle. She took off in a flying start; pedaling madly.


  Flashing a look back, she saw the tramp thumb his nose, heard him shout something nasty. She sped around a curve, snatched her tam off and let her curly blond hair stream out. She laughed with relief, pumping harder.


  At least her talent proved to be worth something this morning. It could be worth a lot more in New York City.


  Time to go …


  Of that she was certain. And never mind the trouble it was likely to cause.


  As Fritzi pedaled away from the lake shore, she reflected on all the things that had driven her to the emotional epiphany this morning.


  Shapeless things, like the growing malaise of living day after day under the roof where she’d been raised but definitely no longer belonged.


  Silly things, like a little easel card noticed on a cosmetic counter at The Fair Store.


  OVER TWENTY-FIVE?

  LUXOR CREME PREVENTS AGEING


  Ironic things, the most recent being a well-meant remark by her father only last night. The family had been seated at Abendbrot - literally, evening bread, the light supper traditional in German households. Ilsa, Fritzi’s mother, remarked that she was still receiving compliments on the lavish anniversary party which the Crowns gave annually for close friends, Joe Crown’s business associates, and others they knew from their years in German-American society in Chicago. The party in early October had celebrated thirty-seven years of marriage.


  The General agreed that it was indeed a fine party, the best ever. He then turned to his daughter with a thoughtful expression:


  ‘Fritzi, my dear, your birthday will be on us in another month. We must plan. What do you want most?’


  Fritzi sat to her father’s right, on the long side of the dining table. Her older brother Joey – Joe Crown, Junior – sat opposite, sunk in his chair and his customary, vaguely sullen silence. Poor Joey was a permanent boarder. In 1901 he’d dragged himself home from the West Coast, crippled for life in a labor union brawl. Under a tense truce with his father, Joey worked at Brauerei Crown, doing the most menial jobs. He and his father traveled to and from work separately, the General in his expensive Cadillac motor car – he had become an avid automobilist – and Joey on the trolleys.


  Fritzi thought about asking for motoring lessons, then reconsidered. The General believed women had no place at the wheel of an auto. She said, ‘I haven’t an idea, Papa. I’ll try to think of something.’


  ‘Please do. How old will you be?’ It was a sincere question. Her elegant silver-haired father was in his sixty-fourth year, occasionally forgetful. He had never lost the accent he’d brought with him as the immigrant boy Josef Kroner from Aalen, a little town in Württemberg that had been the home of the Kroner family for generations.


  ‘Twenty-six.’ Somehow it sounded like a sentence from a judge.


  With this latest realization of her age thrust on her, Fritzi spent a restless night in her old room on the second floor – the room she’d occupied since she had returned to Chicago almost a year ago.


  In 1905, during a late summer heat wave, the General had suffered a fainting spell only later diagnosed as a mild heart attack. He collapsed on a platform from which he was quietly and reasonably defending the brewers of beer, attempting to separate them in the collective mind of his audience from distillers of hard spirits. The audience wanted none of it, because he was presenting his message to a temperance society.


  Ilsa Crown had called her husband foolish for agreeing to appear. None of his colleagues who ran breweries in Chicago had the nerve to speak to a cold-water crowd. The General insisted he’d faced worse in the Civil War and Cuba in ‘98 (this Ilsa reported to Fritzi later). Besides, he might do some good.


  Twenty minutes into the speech, he clutched the podium, his knees gave way, and he fell sideways.


  Ilsa’s telegram reached Fritzi in that mecca of culture, Palatka, Florida. She was appearing with the Mortmain Royal Shakespeare Combination, a seedy professional company with which she’d apprenticed in 1901. The Mortmain Combination brought the Bard and other classic dramatists to the border and cotton South — what Ian Mortmain’s collection of washed-up artistes called ‘the kerosene circuit’ because Southern theater owners apparently had never heard of electric footlights, or were too cheap to cast technical pearls before swinish audiences .


  Moments after reading the telegram, Fritzi gave her notice to Ian Mortmain. That night she caught a train for Chicago, to help take care of her father. Never entirely smooth-tempered, the General would not be an ideal patient for Fritzi’s mother. His recuperation in bed would tax Ilsa; she, too, lacked the patience and energy of her younger years.


  Though Ilsa didn’t ask her daughter to come home, Fritzi believed she could help, and thought it her duty. Besides, after four years of midnight train rides, bug-ridden hotel rooms, gallons of greasy white chicken gravy and biscuits hard as stove bolts – after repetitive visits to dreary mill and cotton and tobacco towns, each with its enclave of Negro shanties – after sloppy rehearsals with the male actors hung over, sleazy productions with the flats threatening to totter, not to mention audiences that wouldn’t know fine acting from hog calling – after all that Fritzi felt she’d learned as much as she could from her four-year apprenticeship.


  The General left his sickbed far too soon for Ilsa or his physician. He went back to driving himself off to the brewery at six every morning, to put in his usual ten- to twelve-hour day. Fritzi had planned on staying only a short time, and her father never invoked his illness to induce her to prolong her visit. Somehow it just happened.


  To fill her time she kept as busy as possible. She was faithful about daily exercise – morning sit-ups in her room, tennis, cycling, swimming in season. She joined a local amateur dramatic society, playing everything from a heroine in a Clyde Fitch melodrama to Mrs. Alving in a private reading of Ghosts – private because Mr. Ibsen’s play was still too controversial for the group to perform publicly.


  When she wasn’t rehearsing, she painted scenery, sewed costumes, distributed leaflets to drum up trade. She soon realized her ambition went beyond that of her fellow players, who wanted little more than praise from Aunt Bea or Cousin Elwood, whether merited or not. A few who were married sought furtive liaisons. Fritzi had rebuffed one such masher with her trusty hat pin.


  The wind raked her face and hummed in her ears as she pedaled into the downtown, where sleepy citizens were dragging to work and even the dray horses seemed to move with an early morning lethargy. The wind’s murmur couldn’t hide a faintly taunting inner voice.


  You’d better get on, my girl.


  The voice belonged to an imaginary companion who’d been with Fritzi for years. She was the magnificent and regal Ellen Terry, goddess of the international stage. Fritzi had seen Miss Terry as Ophelia opposite Henry Irving’s Hamlet when the couple toured America in the 1890s. The great lady was pictured in a colored lithograph hanging on the wall above Fritzi’s bed. The litho reproduced John Singer Sargent’s famous full-figure portrait of Terry as Lady Macbeth. Fritzi had stood endlessly before the painting when it was exhibited at the 1892 Columbian Exposition. Ellen Terry had not been her initial inspiration for an acting career; that was a magical production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream she had attended with Mama and Papa when she was seven. As Fritzi walked out of that matinee into the glare of the day, her course was set forever. Miss Terry later became her favorite star, the supreme emblem of her ambition.


  That Fritzi held silent dialogues with a nonexistent person didn’t strike her as bizarre, though she didn’t make a habit of telling others. She considered the conversations a natural part of the life of the imagination, and she had a very vivid one. Typically, Ellen Terry offered comments about Fritzi’s shortcomings, something like a personified conscience.


  Remember how old you’ll be next month.


  She was annoyed; she needed no further reminders that, come January, she would be but a scant four years from thirty, the threshold of ‘spinsterhood,’ a state devoutly to be avoided by proper young women.


  Of course, proper young women didn’t mount their bikes before daylight and go scorching off to greet the sunrise. Fritzi had long ago realized that she wasn’t cut out to be proper, physically or temperamentally. Her Fleetwing, for example, was always her bike, never her ‘cycle’ or, God forbid, her ‘velocipede.’ No matter that she might have wished to be proper (never!) — no matter how greatly her father and mother wished for it, too – she was stuck with being something else entirely. Herself.


  And how to define that? So far as she knew, she fit only one recognizable pigeonhole – ‘actress.’


  The cold yellow morning light fell on the city’s busy commercial heart as she headed south along Michigan Boulevard. It fell on telephone and telegraph wires, hack and wagon horses, here and there a humming electric or a puffing steam auto. It fell on the growing crowds of people hurrying along the sidewalks or charging across the manure-littered streets ahead of wheeled vehicles. Fritzi wove in and out of traffic, pedaling hard and swerving often to avoid collisions.


  Near an intersection, a dairy wagon had somehow overturned, spilling metal cans and a flood of milk and blocking all of Michigan Boulevard. Fritzi quickly rode up over the curb at the corner and shot east on Jackson two blocks to State, where she went south again. The sun was higher, splashing a storefront near Van Buren that had been converted into a five-cent theater showing pictures that moved. The place was exotically named the Bijou Dream. Display windows were heavily draped, concealing, the public supposed, illicit behavior within. Tastelessly crude signboards on the sidewalk pleaded for patrons.


  NEW PROGRAMS DAILY!

  WHOLESOME ENTERTAINMENT EOR GENTLEMEN,

  LADIES, AND CHILDREN!


  Fritzi sniffed in disdain. A boy in the play group worked at the theater, turning the crank of the projector. He gave his fellow actors free tickets; Fritzi always threw hers in the nearest trash barrel, because respectable people never set foot in such low-class places. As for appearing in one of the crude little story pictures — she’d sooner die. She was, after all, a legitimate actress from the professional theater.


  Or would be, again, if she could summon the nerve to get out of town and follow her dream to New York.


  
2 • Drifter



  About the same hour, hundreds of miles to the east in Riverdale, a hamlet on the northern edge of New York City, Carl Crown was knocking on doors in search of work and food.


  Fritzi’s younger brother had turned twenty-four in November. He’d been wandering without direction ever since Princeton cast him out at the end of his junior year. ‘Bull’ Crown had been a star on the Princeton football line, but a failure in the classroom. He was smart enough, but not diligent, or interested.


  For a change Carl was shaved and barbered. In Poughkeepsie he’d swept out a barber shop in exchange for the barber’s services. His oddly assorted clothes were reasonably clean – faded jeans pants, a blue flannel work shirt, a plaid winter coat with a corduroy collar, and high-topped hunter’s boots, laced on the side. He did his best to keep clean, first because he had been brought up that way, and also because it made a better impression at a stranger’s door. Most tramps looked like they crawled out of a weed patch, bringing the weeds with them.


  All morning doors had slammed in his face. The afternoon was no different. As the wintry sun dropped near the western palisades on the great river, he was discouraged, and famished. He knocked at the kitchen door of a neat cottage with a white picket fence and a small garden plot lying fallow for the season.


  A woman in her early thirties, plain and pale, opened the door. She stepped back a pace, wary. ‘Yes?’ Carl tried not to look at two golden pies cooling on a kitchen table.


  ‘Any work, ma’am? My name’s Carl. I’m just passing through. I’m good with my hands.’


  He showed them, clean, the nails kept short by a little file that folded out of his clasp knife. For someone as stocky as Carl, the hands were surprisingly slender and delicate.


  The woman looked him up and down in the fading light. ‘Well, my daughter Hettie wrecked her cycle last Saturday. If you can repair it, I’ll pay you thirty cents. I’m a widow, not mechanical at all.’


  From another room a girl called out, ‘Ma? I need the pot.’


  ‘Hettie,’ the widow said. ‘Broken ankle. Tools are in the shed.’


  ‘Yes, ma’am, I’ll get right to it while it’s still light.’ Carl gave her one of the warm smiles that came naturally to him. He was good-looking in an unobtrusive way. He had his father’s short legs, his mother’s long upper body; he resembled Ilsa rather than the General. His hair was thick like hers before it grayed. His brown eyes shone bright like his sister’s.


  No longer suspicious, the woman with the lined face smiled back. ‘Knock when you’re done.’ She closed the door as her daughter bleated again.


  Carl crossed the yard. The cottage was set on a little rise, with a spectacular view of the graying valley over intervening rooftops. The sky was clear and filled with flawless colors — dark blue shading down to lavender, then vivid red along the palisades. The air was cold and bracing to breathe.


  He found the damaged two-wheeler in the shed. It was a black Wight Safety Cycle, manufactured in Dayton by the brothers who’d started in that business while they pursued their studies of aeronautics. Now the Wrights enjoyed worldwide fame and prosperity as a result of their flights at Kitty Hawk and elsewhere; they no longer needed to make or repair bicycles. Aeroplanes and all the mechanical wonders of the age fascinated Carl. He just didn’t have the opportunity, or the wherewithal, to learn about them.


  He crouched with one hand resting on the bicycle’s triangular frame. After a minute of study he searched in the shed, found a shelf of old tools. He shoved aside a pile of hacksaw blades and files, picked up a wrench and pliers brown with rust. The pliers slipped from his fingers. As he stepped sideways to catch them, his shoulder hit another shelf, tilting it off its brackets and throwing half a dozen empty fruit jars to the dirt floor. Two broke.


  He looked around for a broom. He couldn’t find one. He picked up the largest pieces of glass and after a moment’s consideration dropped them into an empty nail keg. He was annoyed with himself because he’d never licked an unconscious clumsiness born of great strength, high energy, and an urge to get things done fast. All through his childhood and adolescence, his mother had feared for her fine furniture and dishes. He never meant to damage things, but it happened. Sometimes it left a mess that he didn’t know how to clean up. This time it wasn’t so hard, a matter of minutes to put the other large pieces in the keg and with his heel grind the smaller ones to gleaming dust.


  A dog barked in the distance. Someone played ‘My Gal Sal’ on a parlor reed organ. For a moment he felt lonely and lost, drifting through life without a plan, a destination, or two nickels to rub together most of the time. He tried not to think about it as he set to work.


  He demounted the front wheel find patched the flat balloon tire, punctured in the mishap. He straightened the bent fork with his bare hands. He finished the job in twenty minutes. He didn’t want to tell the widow how easy it was, so he wiped his greasy fingers on a rag and walked to the picket fence, gazing at the enormous western sky. The vista brought memories of the years spent in New Jersey during his disastrous college career.


  He still remembered vividly the day it had ended. On a Friday in May 1904, Carl’s father arrived in Princeton in response to a letter from the university president. The General stepped off the local from New York at two in the morning, grimy, tired, and in short temper. ‘I do not like to be taken away from business because of your scholastic failings,’ he said as Carl conducted him to the Nassau Inn for what remained of the night.


  The General was calmer, refreshed with a shave and talc on his cheeks, when he preceded a nervous Carl into the president’s office at nine the next morning. Dr. Woodrow Wilson, a lawyer and the son of a Presbyterian cleric, was a prim and austere man whose smile always had a forced quality. Pince-nez on a ribbon only heightened his severity. The General took the visitor’s chair. Carl stood behind him, praying this would go the way he hoped.


  Dr. Wilson reviewed Carl’s record at the university. He had attended for four academic years and still had the status of a junior. Wilson made only passing reference to the accomplishments of the Princeton eleven’s star lineman. The president’s conclusion was dry and devoid of sympathy:


  ‘Facts are facts, General. I am afraid we have no choice but to suspend Carl until such time as remedial work elsewhere merits his reinstatement.’


  Carl wanted to jump up and shout hurrah. He loved the sociability of college, the hard knocks of football, the thrill when Princeton scored on a bright autumn afternoon. But he didn’t love academics.


  The General placed both hands on the silver head of his cane. ‘I do want to observe that I’ve made substantial contributions to this school, Dr. Wilson.’


  ‘I am certainly aware of it, sir. Princeton is grateful. But we can’t afford to mar our reputation with any taint of special privilege. Failing grades are failing grades.’ He removed his eyeglasses. ‘I’m sorry.’


  At the depot afterward, as the New York local clanged and steamed in, the General said, ‘Many fathers would disown a son who behaved so recklessly. I did that to your brother Joe and regretted it later. I won’t repeat my mistake. But neither will I support a son who has failed to repay my investment in his education. You may have a job at the brewery, and earn your keep henceforth.’


  It took all of Carl’s nerve to say, ‘I’m sorry, Pop, I don’t want to work in the brewery the rest of my life.’


  Carl could see that the words hurt his father, but the General’s response was tightly reined anger. ‘Where, then, may I ask?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Well, until you decide, you’re on your own. Just don’t look to me for help. Is that understood?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘You’re a grown man, Carl. Matured physically if not in character as yet.’ That stung. ‘Look out for yourself. Avoid bad companions. Maybe this spell will pass in a few weeks. If so, we have a place for you at home. You mean a great deal to your mother and me, never forget that.’


  Father embraced son, the General boarded the car, and the train pulled out.…


  At the picket fence Carl shook himself out of the reverie. He still believed in all the possibilities represented by the new century and its wonderful new machines. But where in that great landscape of adventure and opportunity did he belong? He hadn’t found the place – maybe never would.


  His cousin Paul had faced the same grim possibility for years; he’d confessed it once in a long talk with Carl. Paul found his place, behind a camera. ‘You’ll find yours unless you give up too soon. But you won’t, Carl. You’re not that kind.’


  He knocked at the kitchen door to tell the widow he’d finished the job. She paid him, then fed him supper and handed him two blankets.


  ‘You can sleep in the shed if you want. I should tell you that the sheriff and his men are hard on tramps. In the morning I’d advise you to move on.’


  ‘Sure,’ Carl said, smiling in a wry way. ‘I’m used to that.’


  3 • Paul and His Wife


  A day later, across the Atlantic in crowded and clamorous London, Carl and Fritzi’s cousin Paul was anxiously pacing on the north side of Derby Gate where it intersected Victoria Embankment by the river. It was Friday; Parliament was not sitting. Most MP’s would be found in their offices in the building across the way.


  ‘See them?’ Paul asked his friend Michael, a reporter for the London Light.


  ‘Not yet,’ Michael called from the corner. He was looking south toward the Underground entrance near Bridge Road, with Big Ben and the Gothic splendor of Westminster Palace just beyond.


  Paul Crown was twenty-nine. He was a professional cameraman who filmed ‘actualities’ – dramatic events and rare sights from all over the globe. He’d learned his trade in Chicago, working for a profane genius named Colonel R. Sidney Shadow. Before the colonel died he sold the assets of the American Luxograph Company to a British press baron who kept the company name and its star camera operator; Paul had moved his family to London three years ago.


  Paul’s camera stood on the curbstone, amid a cluster of reporters and still photographers. There were three other cameras similar to his, belonging to competitors. The WSPU march had been planned for some time, though not publicized. Somehow word of it had reached the authorities and the press.


  The man from Pathé said, ‘Hey, Dutch, what happens if they toss your missus in the clink?’ In America, all Germans were ‘Dutch.’ The nickname had stuck.


  ‘Then I guess I’ll feed the kiddies for a while,’ Paul said with a forced grin. He worried about Julie taking part in marches, but he knew better than to ask her to stay home. Paul’s wife was an ardent ‘New Woman.’ Perhaps it was a reaction to her girlhood in Chicago, when her nervously sick mother had repressed Julie’s every impulse toward independence and forced her into a shortlived and loveless marriage.


  Michael hurried back from his outpost. ‘They just came up from the tube. Oh, what a bloody menace to society,’ he said with his usual sarcasm.


  Paul sprinted to the corner, heedless of an aggravating pain in his lower back. Some weeks ago, in French Morocco, he’d lifted a crate the wrong way and wrenched something. Though the pain woke him at night, he never complained.


  He saw the women marching north in the middle of the road, twelve or fifteen of them in two ranks. They walked like soldiers in long skirts and plumed hats. Each woman carried a rolled-up paper. The driver of a hansom blocked by the marchers demonstrated his disgust by whipping his horse. Paul spied his beautiful wife in the second row, her face a porcelain white oval beneath her hat brim. Julie and the others belonged to Mrs. Emmeline Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union. Their militant middle-aged leader marched in the front rank, flanked by her daughters Sylvia and Christabel. Mrs. Pankhurst, child of a free-thinking Manchester industrialist, was the widow of a barrister of even more liberal bent.


  Tying up more traffic, the marchers were smiling, chatting among themselves. Though the day was raw, with a sooty sky, they might have been enjoying a picnic outing in May.


  Paul strode back to Michael, shaking his head. ‘Seems like there are more damn demonstrations all the time. Shorter workdays, temperance, disarmament, votes – everyone wants something. The world’s going crazy.’


  ‘That’s your profession speaking. Disturbances and disasters are your livelihood. You see little else.’ It was true enough; earlier in the year Paul had rushed from Manila to San Francisco after the devastating earthquake and fire. His pictures had caused a sensation, and copious weeping, wherever they were shown.


  ‘Besides, these little set-to’s are nothing compared to what’s coming,’ Michael said.


  Michael Radcliffe was a tall, cadaverous man ten years older than Paul. His paper, the London Light, was owned by his father-in-law, Lord Yorke, who was Paul’s boss as well. Born Mikhail Rhukov, and existing for years as a stateless and starving freelance, he had turned up in Paul’s life with mysterious suddenness several times. After an affair with Cecily Hartstein, the press lord’s daughter, he’d undergone a remarkable conversion : cut his hair, Anglicized his name, muffled his nihilism, and married Cecily, who loved him without regard to his gigantic deficiencies of character.


  The two men presented a sharp physical contrast: from his gleaming shoe tips to his bowler hat, Michael was smartly turned out, while Paul’s clothes might have come from a church rummage sale. His shoes were scuffed, his corduroy trousers wrinkled. His single-breasted khaki coat had a black stain on the sleeve. His plaid golf cap had traveled around the world and looked it. Few would take him for what he was – a star of his profession.


  ‘You never stop beating the war drums,’ he said with a sigh. Michael shrugged and tossed his half-smoked cigarette into the street.


  ‘Merely describing the inevitable, old chum.’ Paul remembered his friend talking drunkenly in a cantina in Cuba in 1898: 7 have seen the great ships building. I have seen the rifled cannon. Armageddon in our lifetime …’ He’d pounded the table, quoting Revelations. ‘“And there were lightnings, and thunderings – and the cities of the nations fell …’” Michael mocked Paul’s dreams of a contented life in a peaceful world. He said they’d turn to nightmares sooner than anyone imagined.


  Paul stuffed his unlit cigar in a pocket and checked his tripod for steadiness. He sighted over the camera to the office building. A dozen policemen from the station in Richmond Terrace guarded the doors, the picture of authority with their tall hats and truncheons. Some of Mrs. Pankhurst’s women – the Daily Mail had christened them suffragettes – had already been arrested and forced to serve short terms in Holloway Prison for attempting to question speakers at liberal Party meetings, the self-promoting Winston Churchill among them. Women weren’t permitted to speak out. or have any role, in politics. Mrs. Pankhurst vowed to change that.


  The marchers swung around the corner into Derby Gate. Paul began cranking the camera with a practiced, steady rhythm – one, two, three; one, two, three. Julie saw him and waved. Paul waved back with his free hand.


  On the Embankment, auto drivers sounded klaxons in derision. Men leaned from their cabs to swear and jeer at the suffragettes forming a semicircle in front of the constables. The policeman in charge, a slightly built fellow with a gray mustache and a tough demeanor, strode forward to confront Mrs. Pankhurst.


  ‘Good day, madam. May I ask why you’re interfering with traffic?’


  Emmeline Pankhurst held up her rolled paper. ‘We are here with resolutions to be presented to members of Parliament. Please step aside so that we may speak to them.’ Others, including Julie, echoed the demand. The constable shook his head.


  ‘Can’t be done, madam, and well you know it. You’re not allowed to enter the building, or speak with any of the members. It’s best you turn right around and cease this disruption of the public order.’


  ‘We are going in,’ Mrs. Pankhurst announced. ‘Ladies? Forward.’


  She walked past the dumbfounded constable, who was unprepared for disobedience. No doubt he expected the women to trot off like dutiful pets. Mrs. Pankhurst bore down on the cordon of policemen blocking the doors. Two of the officers had no choice but to push her back, then grapple with her.


  The women broke ranks. Paul cranked steadily but kept a wary eye on his wife. The women feinted this way and that, trying to dodge between the constables, open the doors. The horns, jeering, and cursing had risen to a bedlam.


  The police fended the suffragettes with their hands and jabs of their truncheons. It was evident to Paul that the officers, well trained and physically stronger, would overwhelm the women. Antagonized by rough handling, some of the suffragettes punched and kicked. Paul saw rage in the eyes of several beleaguered bobbies. A truncheon opened a bloody gash in one lady’s cheek. Another whacked Sylvia Pankhurst’s ankle, tripping her and sending her sprawling.


  The exchange of blows went on for another minute or so. Then Mrs. Pankhurst took stock and rallied her troops with a cry. ‘All right, all right! Retreat! We shall try another time, I want no serious injuries.’


  Just that quickly the assault fell apart. But the women didn’t seem disheartened; they’d given the coppers a lively run. Shouting and catcalling, they promised to return.


  Paul kept cranking, thankful Julie hadn’t been hurt. lie watched her lean over with a piece of chalk. The WSPU often left messages for all to see. VOTES FOR WOMEN, END MALE DOMINAINCE. WE SHAEEBE HEARD.


  Julie bent forward from the waist to write. The chief constable, short of breath and angry, took note, ran at her, and delivered a hard, vicious kick to her backside. Paul heard the sickening sound of Julie’s head hitting the pavement.


  He yelled her name, abandoned the camera, charged across the street, ignoring a hot iron of pain that seared his back. Julie lifted her head groggily, supporting herself on her hands a moment before she collapsed again.


  ‘Stand back, bucko,’ a bobby said, hanging onto Paul’s lapels. ‘You’ve no call to—’


  ‘Get out of my way, that’s my wife.’ Paul punched the copper in the stomach, bruising his knuckles as he sent the man reeling. He dodged another truncheon, shot his hands out to seize the officer who’d kicked Julie; the man was turned away from him, issuing orders.


  A policeman behind Paul grabbed him, smashed the small of his back with a truncheon, and sent him flying forward. Paul’s temple hit the curb, jarring and dazing him. He rolled over. His assailant crouched down to club him again. Paul drove a heavy shoe into the man’s groin. The man reeled away.


  On hands and knees, Paul crawled to Julie. He pressed his mouth to hers frantically; felt the warmth of her breathing. He groaned with relief. When he raised his head he saw that bright blood from a cut on his cheek smeared her pale chin.


  Rough hands fastened on his neck and arms. He was dragged up, spun around. The policeman in charge fairly spat at him:


  ‘That’s all, laddie-buck. I saw you assault an officer. You’re for the clink, sure.’


  Struggling futilely – there were three holding him now – Paul looked across the street and felt his stomach churn. Michael Radcliffe was gone.


  So was the camera.


  But he didn’t go to jail. Instead, mysteriously, he was released after three hours. He went home from magistrate’s court to the flat overlooking the Thames on Cheyne Walk, Chelsea. Julie was resting comfortably in bed. Philippa, the housemaid, was looking after the children, Joseph Shad Crown, called Shad, who was six, and Elizabeth Juliette, called Betsy, two.


  Paul sat beside the bed while Julie drowsed. Presently she opened her eyes; recognized him. ‘You must think I’m a dreadful fool.’


  He bent to kiss her cheek, scrubbed clean of blood, i think you’re a remarkably brave woman mixed up with other women who tend to do foolish things for a noble cause.’ He kissed her mouth, long and sweetly; squeezed her hand. ‘Sleep now.’


  She murmured assent and turned her cheek into the pillow.


  Next morning, still baffled by the abrupt way he’d been set free, Paul was summoned from his office in Cecil Court to the owner’s suite on the highest floor of the Light, in Fleet Street. A male secretary with an embalmed look ushered him into the opulent grotto in which Lord Yorke conducted his affairs.


  The proprietor was a short, round man, bald as an egg. Michael Radcliffe, married to his lordship’s only child, had described him as having the eyes of a startled frog and the disposition of a cornered cobra. His lordship wasn’t a likable man, but he paid well and looked alter his employees with the fervor of a reformed Scrooge. Born Otto Hartstein, child of a Dublin rag-and-bone merchant, he’d bought his first provincial newspaper when he was twenty-two, and built it into a publishing empire.


  ‘Well, sir?’ he said, dwarfed by the great padded throne seat behind his desk. ‘What do you have to say for yourself?’


  ‘I did what any husband would do if his wife was brutally attacked.’


  ‘But her assailant was a police officer in pursuit of his duty.’


  ‘I come from America, your lordship. No one’s above the law. Is it different here?’


  With a raucous snort that substituted for a laugh. Lord Yorke slapped the chair arm. ‘Cecily’s husband saved you.’ Michael was always ‘Cecily’s husband,’ and it was always said with distaste, as someone might refer to a troll under a bridge.


  ‘Before the film ran out, you caught that bobby kicking your wife in a most barbarous way. I low is she, by the by?’


  ‘Doing well. She was more bruised and frightened than anything.’


  ‘Pleased to hear it. As I was saying, Cecily’s husband hauled your cinematograph to safety before the coppers could smash it. Then he rang me. I in turn called two persons in Whitehall who would not wish to have that kind of police behavior shown to the public. Of course, we’ve already destroyed the offending section’ – in light of his good fortune. Paul restrained a protest – ‘but that shall be our secret. Count yourself lucky.’


  ‘I do, sir. And I thank you.’


  ‘Give your lovely wife my warm regards, and urge her to be more careful. I urge you to do the same. You are a valuable employee. Paul. Fry to stay out of trouble. Don’t antagonize persons in authority, here or elsewhere.’


  ‘If I do that, I won’t get good pictures.’


  Crankily, Lord Yorke said, ‘The newsman’s dilemma. Damned annoying sometimes. Good day.’


  
4 • Ilsa’s Worry



  Cold December rain created a virtual lake in Wells Street. Nicky Speers carefully poked the long maroon Benz touring car through the water, fearful of stalling the engine. He parked successfully at the curb outside Restaurant Heidelberg and climbed out with arthritic slowness. Nicky was the family’s English chauffeur, loyal but elderly. He hobbled around to the passenger door with the umbrella to shepherd Fritzi, then Ilsa to the ornate entrance. ‘I’ll be standing here in an hour and fifteen minutes exactly, mum.’


  ‘Thank you, Nicky,’ Ilsa said.


  The first person she saw in the foyer was Rudolf, the maîtred. He was one of the few human beings Ilsa actively disliked. It stemmed from the man’s haughtiness and bad manners, more appropriate, in her opinion, to the worst sort of Prussian colonel. Speaking on the podium telephone, Rudolf didn’t deign to notice them.


  ‘We shall expect you, Herr Klosters, vielen Dank.’ Rudolf banged the earpiece on the hook and immediately bent his shaved head over a reservation book big as an altar Bible. As he wrote away, Ilsa tapped her shoe. General Crown’s wife was not a woman to be trifled with.


  ‘Rudolf. May we have a table for two, please? I didn’t have time to telephone ahead.’


  ‘Out of the question, we are completely—’ He looked up. ‘Oh. Gnädige Frau! Humblest apologies! Of course we have room for you. Who is this young lady?’


  ‘Our daughter, Fritzi.’


  ‘Ah, certainly. Grown so big! Follow me, please.’


  He jammed two enormous menus under his arm, pivoted, and marched off with a stride suspiciously like a military goose step. Fritzi lifted her skirts and started to mimic it, but Ilsa whispered, ‘Don’t be naughty.’ Fritzi clasped her hands with a penitent’s long face. Ilsa couldn’t help smiling.


  Rudolf seated them, unaware of the byplay. ‘Boris will attend you momentarily, meine liebe Damen. ‘After an unctuous bow he marched away. Fritzi removed her hat, the ribbon damp from the rain.


  Ilsa Crown had matured into a stout, commanding woman with the kind of strong yet feminine features magazine writers loved to call ‘handsome.’ Ilsa was fifty-nine. Her silvery-gray hair, worn in a high pompadour, showed no trace of its original reddish brown color. She always dressed smartly and expensively, today in a white blouse with a large bow under a dark green tailored suit with a shoe-top hemline. Though long skirts with dust ruffles were still common, they were in her opinion dirt- and mud-catchers. She couldn’t tolerate men who sneered at shorter skirts, and the women who wore them, as ‘rainy-daisies.’ On a nasty day like this, how could they be such idiots?


  She drew off her long mauve gloves, still amused. ‘You are a wicked child sometimes, liebchen. Several other people enjoyed your little impersonation. They must know Rudolf.’


  ‘Well,’ Fritzi said with an airy shrug, ‘bullies deserve whatever they get. Rudolf thumped me on the head once.’


  ‘Is that so? When?’


  ‘When I was little. I was here with you and Papa. You were both talking with the Leiter family. Rudolf came by and hissed like a snake – I mustn’t fold my leg under me and sit on it! I don’t remember what I said, but he thumped me, like this.’ She flicked her middle finger off her thumb.


  Ilsa laughed in spite of her tense state. She’d brought her daughter to the restaurant with serious intent. She knew Fritzi was unhappy. It was no sudden flash of insight; she’d known for months. She remembered her daughter in better times. When Fritzi was content, she wasn’t restless. She seldom frowned, and her brown eyes glowed; everyone succumbed to her lighthearted charm. Fritzi wasn’t a conventional beauty, to be sure, but she had a shining prettiness born of good humor, keen wits, and an inner niceness that people quickly sensed. To llsa’s regret, no suitable young man had discovered those good qualities. At least she knew of none.


  ‘I confess I was feeling like a caged tiger all morning,’ Fritzi said as she opened her menu. ‘I was ever so glad you thought of coming downtown for luncheon.’


  ‘Piffle, not luncheon, that’s for little birds. We’ll have a proper Miltagessen. This is a German establishment, after all.’


  German to a fault, with a strolling accordion player in leder-hosen and a green Tyrolean hat, fresh flowers on spotless white tablecloths, massive shelf displays of foot-high beer steins, and an overabundance of cuckoo clocks that tweeted and bonged with annoying regularity.


  Ilsa regarded the menu through rimless bifocals connected by a chain to a matching gold case pinned to her formidable bosom. ‘Many fine specialities here, liebchen. I really hope you will eat something substantial. If you don’t mind my saying so, you are too thin.’


  Fritzi pulled a face. ‘You mean not enough chest.’


  ‘Ach. Such bold language everyone uses these days.’


  ‘It’s a new age. Mama. It’s all right to say words like leg and bosom.’


  ‘Well, I don’t agree, and I for one understand too little of this so-called new age. Now, what shall we eat? The liver and dumplings are good.’ Ilsa nodded toward some fish mournfully awaiting their fate in a lighted tank. ‘Also the carp.’


  ‘Believe me, Mama, I do eat properly. I stuff like a horse sometimes. It never seems to put on weight where I need it.’


  Ilsa leaned forward to pat Fritzi’s hand. ‘I recently saw something at Field’s that might be helpful. Christmas is coming.’


  It pleased Ilsa when Fritzi ordered a decent meal of beefsteak, potatoes, and string beans. Ilsa chose carp, preceded by noodle soup. She asked for a bottle of Liebfraumilch. She raised her first glass of the sweet wine, clinked it with Fritzi’s. ‘Prosit.’ The wine slid down golden-warm, buffing a little of the edge off her nerves. She was worried about Fritzi’s future in a profession that was not secure, or even respectable. Unlike German parents of long ago, Ilsa and her husband couldn’t direct or influence Fritzi’s life, though Ilsa was concerned enough to make an attempt.


  Before she could, Fritzi asked, ‘Have you heard from cousin Paul?’


  ‘No, only from Julie. You know Pauli, always dashing somewhere with his camera. Julie said she is marching and demonstrating with Mrs. Pankhurst’s organization.’ Ilsa’s expression suggested a lack of enthusiasm for the militant British suffragists. ‘She prides herself on being one of the New Women, as they’re called. I hope she is not endangering herself. I admire her idealism, but she has responsibilities to her husband and children.’


  ‘Julie’s a lovely, courageous person. I’m awfully glad Paul is so happy with her. I just adore him.’


  There was a wistful quality in Fritzi’s remark. After Paul had come from Berlin to live with the family, Fritzi, age thirteen, had confessed to Ilsa that she desperately wanted to marry him. It fell to Ilsa to say that in proper and upright families, marriage between first cousins was not permitted.


  Fritzi lapsed into silence. Ilsa reached across to clasp her hand again. ‘How I wish you felt better.’


  ‘Mama, I’m fine.’


  ‘No, no, I see the signs. A generous heart brought you home when your papa was ill, and you’ve stayed. But I know you’re all at sea. Do the amateur dramatics no longer interest you?’


  ‘Truthfully, no.’


  ‘Social work isn’t your cup of tea.’


  ‘It was kind of you to introduce me to Jane Addams again. I know she’s a great friend, and Hull House helps ever so many poor people. But all the women I met there – your friends who volunteer with you – they’re not my age. They’re settled, with different interests.’


  ‘They are old, like me,’ Ilsa said crisply, without self-pity. ‘I understand.’


  The waiter brought Ilsa’s soup and a basket of rye and black bread. While Fritzi buttered a thick piece of pumpernickel, her mother said, ‘I’ve thought of ever so many things to suggest to you, some quite outlandish. Cooking lessons from a French chef, for instance.’


  Fritzi giggled. ‘You know I’m a failure at the domestic arts. I couldn’t cook a missionary if I were a cannibal.’


  Ilsa took another sip of wine, and a deep breath, and leaped. ‘There is something your papa would like, you know. For you to settle down. He longs for a son-in-law, grandchildren.’


  Silence again. Fritzi remained motionless with both hands on the stem of her glass. Ilsa had never pried into her daughter’s romantic affairs. From scattered hints in letters she knew Fritzi had fallen madly for a young Georgia boy when Mortmain’s company played two weeks in Savannah. The boy apparently liked her, but only that. No doubt he thought her fast, a judgment made of all actresses. The boy was from an old family – an aristocrat, which in Ilsa’s view often equated with snob. The tone of Fritzi’s letters had been sad for months.


  A not unfamiliar story, Ilsa thought. Sometimes after a particular boy was lost, a girl never recovered. Never found another to match the first love, and so withered into spinsterhood. Ilsa knew at least four middle-aged women who’d had that misfortune. People said they were ‘disappointed in love.’ One was Ilsa’s dear friend Jane Addams who ran the settlement house.


  Ilsa would die a mother’s living death of sorrow if Fritzi spent her life alone. Yet she knew of no way to save her daughter. Only Fritzi could do it – Fritzi and some man who had no name, no identity, nor any real existence except as a shadow in a mother’s hopeful imagination.


  At last Fritzi spoke. ‘Mama, I don’t think it will ever happen.’


  ‘Why not? Liebchen, you’re a treasure. Is your mind made up against marriage?’


  ‘No, but I know what I am. I’m an actress. I’m cut out for that and very little else. I love acting. That’s why—’ Sudden spots of color in Fritzi’s cheeks prepared Ilsa for something dire.


  ‘I’ve decided to go to New York after the first of the year.’


  ‘I don’t believe it. You would move to that awful place?’


  Fritzi took her mother’s hand, speaking earnestly. ‘You’re a smart, cultured woman. Mama. You know perfectly well that theater, real theater, only happens in New York. I refuse to spend my life playing tank towns from Florida to Texas – or a church hall in Chicago. If I try and fail, so be it. But I have to try.’


  Now it was Usa’s turn to be silent, while her mind raced. She didn’t doubt her daughter’s ability to look out for herself, even in such a sinful and crime-ridden place as New York. What alarmed her was the thought of another person in the equation:


  ‘Have you told Papa of this decision?’


  ‘Not yet, but I will soon.’


  ‘You know he may react badly.’


  ‘Dictatorially, you mean? Mama, I can’t alter my life for fear of an argument.’


  ‘I don’t ask that. Please think it over, that’s all. Think it over very carefully.’ The catch in Ilsa‘s voice made Fritzi blink; Ilsa’s panic had shown itself. ‘Who knows, perhaps you’ll change your mind.’


  Fritzi didn’t reply, concentrating on her food. The renewed silence left Ilsa hanging in a state of uncertainty and despair.


  5 • A Dream of Speed


  At a coal stop in Maryland, some miles above Baltimore, a railroad man rousted Carl from the southbound freight train. He’d headed south after the first snow whitened the Hudson Valley. In Maryland he found the milder weather he was seeking, though the sun was setting early, casting long, sad shadows.


  He walked along dirt roads for a few miles, working up a ravenous appetite. He stopped at a country tavern, a rambling frame building with a dirt yard where stagecoaches must have parked years ago. By the door he noticed buckets of cinders and a heavy shovel, reminders that it might snow in Maryland too.


  The tavern was smoky and warm. At the bar he ordered pork roast and a stein of beer, paying with his last forty cents. Two men in double-breasted suits leaned on the bar rail, speculating on the outcome of the forthcoming Harry Thaw murder trial in New York. Thaw, a well-connected socialite, had murdered architect Stanford White in the rooftop theater at Madison Square Garden. White had dallied with Thaw’s wife, a former showgirl. At a table in the corner, four other men played cards.


  Carl wandered to a smaller table, pulled out the chair, sat down heavily without judging the chair’s fragility. The old dry wood protested noisily. Behind the bar, the whale-sized proprietor gave Carl a look. Carl jumped up and examined the chair.


  ‘Nothing broken.’


  ‘Lucky for you. Furniture ain’t cheap.’


  Presently he had his food and drink. The loudest of the card players, a lanky man with a blotched nose, kept hectoring the others. Finally an older man folded his hand and threw it down.


  ‘I’m tired of your lip, Innis. We’ll play again when you’re sober.’


  Innis staggered up, overturning his chair. ‘Hey, you bastard, you can’t quit. You’re winning.’


  ‘I’m quitting, Innis. Right now.’ The older man gave Innis a hard stare. Carl sopped up gravy with a piece of oatmeal bread, noting that the older man was a head taller than Innis. Innis didn’t challenge him. The older man left.


  Carl didn’t put his head down in time. Innis caught his eye. ‘You a card man, mister?’


  Carl didn’t like Innis’s looks and perhaps showed it when he said, ‘No.’


  ‘Come on, sit in for a few hands. Straight draw poker.’


  ‘I haven’t got any money. I’d like to finish my supper.’


  Innis blinked, mean-eyed. ‘Ain’t got any manners, either.’


  One of the other card players tugged Innis’s arm. ‘For Christ’s sake, sit down, you’ve got to get over it sometime.’


  Innis flung off the man’s hand. ‘I don’t know this bozo, and I don’t like his lip.’ Innis lurched forward, punched Carl’s shoulder. ‘What you got to say to that?’


  Carl was no dime-novel hero like Nick Carter or Frank Merriwell, but his father had taught him to stand up to bullies because they usually went to pieces if you did.


  ‘I say you better not hit me again.’


  Innis snickered. Slapped Carl’s face lightly. ‘Like that?’


  Stomach knotting up, Carl pushed his chair back. The proprietor rushed from behind the bar. ‘Outside, outside. I don’t want no damage.’


  Carl spread his hands in a final peace gesture. ‘There’s no reason we have to—’ Innis slammed his fist into Carl’s jaw.


  Carl windmilled backward, bounced off the wall. Damn stupid bully, he thought as Innis shambled toward him. Before Innis could punch him again, Carl caught his shirt in both hands. He yanked Innis sideways. The tavern owner leaped to the door and held it open so Innis could sail through backward, landing on his rear in the dirt.


  Carl walked out after him. ‘Let’s forget it. I’ve no quarrel with you. Co someplace and dry out.’


  Innis crawled up on his knees, wiping his mouth with his cuff. For a moment Carl thought everything was settled; Innis’s sickly, dung-eating smile deceived him.


  ‘Well, now,’ Innis began, hitching forward on his knees. Too late Carl realized what he intended. Innis’s right hand clamped on Carl’s ankle and spilled him. Innis jumped up, kicked Carl’s ribs twice, grabbed the shovel by the handle.


  ‘Now,’ he panted as Carl wobbled to his feet, head buzzing. ‘Now, you smart-mouth son of a bitch.’


  Carl chopped down with the edge of his right hand, into the V of Innis’s left elbow. It loosened his grip. Carl wrested the shovel away. From his side pocket Innis pulled a clasp knife like Carl’s, snapped it open. Carl retreated a step. Innis turned sideways and stabbed. Carl swung the shovel like a baseball bat.


  At the last second he pulled the swing so he wouldn’t kill the man. Even so, the shovel gave off a metallic ring. Innis dropped, his left ear bleeding. He flopped on his stomach, sighed, and passed out.


  The owner and the card players stood in a half circle around Innis while Carl caught his breath and rubbed what felt like a pulled shoulder muscle. The owner emptied a water bucket on the fallen man. Innis licked water from his lips and kept on sleeping.


  ‘He’s been mad as hornets for a week,’ the owner observed. ‘First they fired him at the track, then his old woman locked him out. He’s been on a rip ever since. Wouldn’t stay around to see him wake up, I was you. I’d move on.’


  ‘Sure, I’m used to that,’ Carl said with an odd smile. ‘I need work, maybe I could take his place. Where’s this track?’


  ‘Baltimore Downs. North edge of the city.’


  ‘Thanks kindly.’ Carl turned and limped out of the tavern yard.


  He slept that night underneath a bench in a park in a small village, half awake with his teeth chattering. The wind blew out of the northwest, smelling of winter.


  In the morning he found the Baltimore Downs racetrack. It was a splendid one-mile layout with a big flag-bedecked grandstand, a two-story clubhouse, extensive stables and paddock. A groom exercising a filly pointed the way to the office. There a man named Reeves made short work of the interview:


  ‘You want Innis’s job? He mucked out the stables, helped the grooms, did whatever else needed doing. You game for that?’


  ‘I’m game for eating once in a while,’ Carl said.


  Reeves liked that. ‘Met Innis, did you?’


  Carl touched a purpling bruise on his jaw. ‘Unfortunately, yes.’


  ‘Who won?’


  ‘I did.’


  Reeves liked that even better. ‘Well, the stables are clean and warm. You can sleep in an empty stall till you find a boarding-house. Start tomorrow morning, six sharp.’ As Carl thanked Reeves, he heard the deep growl of a motor.


  ‘Sounds like a gasoline car.’


  ‘Yep. When the ponies aren’t running, I’ve found there’s a sporting crowd that will turn out for automobile races. Our track’s popular with the drivers, too. Ever seen a race?’


  ‘I saw the first one run in this country. Thanksgiving day, 1895, in Chicago.’


  ‘The famous race in the snow,’ Reeves said with a nod.


  ‘Fifty-four and three-tenths miles. The Duryea brothers won it with their Number 5 in ten hours, twenty-three minutes. Frank Duryea drove the car, only they called them motor wagons then.’


  Since that wintry day when a wide-eyed boy had watched horseless carriages slipping and sliding along Michigan Avenue, Carl had carried on a constant if unfulfilled romance with autos. He had seen scores of autos in New York City. Whether they had hissing boilers, buzzing batteries, or sputtering gas engines didn’t matter. They all excited him. They were machines, and he loved machinery. Autos were no longer jokes, as they had been at first; now they were symbols of power and wealth – rolling, snorting, smoking marvels of the new century.


  Still, not everyone liked them. Dr. Wilson of Princeton had stated publicly that they were frivolous and ostentatious toys only the rich could afford. Thus they promoted unrest, socialism, and anarchy among the poor. Didn’t that just prove Wilson was a stuffy old bore?


  Of course, autos were as yet far from reliable. Likely as not, you’d see one sitting broken down instead of moving. Wandering a country road in Ohio, he’d come on a butter yellow Stanley mired in a muddy ditch. A farmer with his mule team hitched to the frame struggled to haul it out. Carl volunteered to push on a rear wheel. The farmer prodded his reluctant mules; brown ooze flew out behind the tires. The Stanley regained the road, and Carl’s grin shone in his mask of mud.


  He often dreamed of sitting behind the wheel of an auto, driving fast. Back in Indianapolis, where he’d worked for three months earlier this year, the dream had become feverish. He hadn’t stepped inside a legitimate theater since he was a boy, but he bought a gallery seat for a musical play called The Vanderbilt Cup. It celebrated the great Long Island road race started in 1904 by the socialite William K. Vanderbilt. The show was touring with its original Broadway star, race driver Barney Oldfield.


  Oldfield was a former Ohio bike racer who had taken the wheel of an auto for the first time in 1903. He drove Henry Ford’s big ‘999’ against the favorite, the ‘Bullet’, owned by Cleveland auto maker Alexander Winton. ‘999’ won.


  Barney Oldfield wasn’t much of an actor, but he gave a convincing performance in the climactic scene in the second act. Two racecars, the Peerless Blue Streak and Barney’s Peerless Green Dragon, raced side by side on treadmills while painted scenery flew by behind them. The cars spewed smoke and sparks and blue exhaust flame in a frighteningly realistic way. Barney wore his familiar forest green driving suit, green leather helmet, and goggles. The cast cheered him on. Naturally he won. He was the uncrowned king of fast driving, and he wasn’t being paid two thousand a month to lose.


  It was the first time Carl had seen Barney Oldfield, who was at the height of his fame. It was also the first and only time he saw what his sister meant about the magic of theater. The stage spectacle thrilled him.


  Carl’s fever heated up again when Reeves said, ‘Two fellows in a Fiat are running practice laps for a hundred-mile race the end of the week. Go have a look.’


  He ran out into the pale winter sunshine, wove between stable buildings to the track, where an engine roared in a cloud of tan dust. He stepped on the lower rail, dust settling in his hair and on his shoulders as the racecar sped toward the turn. It resembled half a tin can set forward on a chassis with unprotected wheels. The Fiat was right-hand drive, like all cars on the road. The driver and his riding mechanic perched in bucket seats, eating dust and wind. Each wore goggles and fancy gauntlets. Carl dreamed of being the man gripping the wheel.


  On the back stretch the Fiat gathered speed. Carl’s jaw dropped. ‘My Lord, they must be doing forty or fifty.’


  He hung on the rail as the Fiat slewed through the turns, leaving a great rooster tail of dust behind. He watched it for nearly an hour. To Reeves, afterward, he said, i’ve got to learn to drive. I don’t know where, or how, but I’m going to do it, you can count on that.’


  6 • Paul’s Pictures


  Nicky the chauffeur was waiting with the umbrella when Fritzi and her mother left Restaurant Heidelberg. On the drive home Fritzi said little. Obviously her mother was upset about her decision.


  The Crown mansion on South Michigan was an enormous Victorian castle, twenty-six rooms, twice remodeled and forever symbolic of its owner’s success in the brewery trade. Joe Crown owned the entire block from Twentieth to Nineteenth; the half lot nearer Nineteenth was given over to a well-kept garden with a reflecting pool, empty now; neat beds for rose bushes; a marble statue of an angel symbolizing peace, all screened from the traffic by high shrubbery. Ten minutes after Fritzi reached her room, Ilsa rushed in with a letter.


  ‘Liebchen, your prayers are answered! See what came in the afternoon mail delivery? Pauli posted it in Gibraltar six weeks ago. He even sent a snapshot.’


  Ilsa gave her the Kodak print. A smile spread on Fritzi’s face as she gazed at her sturdy cousin, photographed with his motion picture camera and tripod on a hotel veranda. Paul had his usual cigar clenched in his teeth. One arm was hooked around his tripod; with his other hand he lifted his Panama hat to greet the lens.


  Paul’s vest was unbuttoned. His cravat hung askew. The knees of his white suit showed smudges. He was his old self, forever careless about his appearance though he was never careless about his work. Paul occasionally sent photos to his loved ones because of a lifelong habit of gathering, and distributing, souvenirs and keepsakes.


  Quickly Fritzi read through the letter. Paul had visited North Africa, photographing nomads and exotic locales in Morocco and the Sahara, then Gibraltar to film the new British warship HMS Dreadnought steaming into the Mediterranean.


  
    
      She is the first of her kind – 17,000 tons, faster than anything afloat. Her big guns can throw a shell for miles. My friend Michael says she has already touched off a naval arms race. Alas, the blasted British would not permit me to photograph her. N. African pictures will be edited and in theaters by December. Am planning another trip to the States next year, will surely see you. Till then much love to all.

    

  


  ‘We must find out who shows the American Luxograph pictures,’ Ilsa said with great excitement. ‘I know you’ll want to see them. We’ll go together, have another outing.’


  In one of those awful nickel theaters? Ye gods. But Fritzi couldn’t deny the stout, graying woman she loved dearly. She sighed a small inner sigh and said, ‘That would be lovely.’


  The General made some inquiries at Ilsa’s request. A foreman at the brewery happened to know an enterprising German Jew from Oshkosh who had jumped into the picture business that year. Carl Laemmle was his name. He distributed films and operated a nickel theater on North Milwaukee Avenue. Laemmle said a good downtown theater showing American Luxograph ‘actualities’ was the Bijou Dream on State near Van Buren, the very place Fritzi had noticed on her bicycle ride.


  Fritzi and her mother bought their tickets at ten past two on a dismal afternoon. Looking around, she had to admit the Bijou Dream was better than the few other theaters she’d visited in occasional pursuit of her cousin’s films. The windows of the converted store were hung with green velvet drapes. The projector was shielded in a curtained booth at the rear of the long, rectangular room. Fritzi didn’t recognize the operator tinkering with the machine; the young man from the play group wasn’t on duty. Thank heaven for that. She’d never bothered to hide her feelings about the moving pictures.


  Instead of wooden benches there were chairs, a hundred or more, not an assortment from drugstores, ice cream parlors, and secondhand shops, but all alike. The Bijou Dream employed a piano player whose upright sat next to the canvas screen, and a lecturer, a gentleman in a midnight blue tuxedo who introduced and explained each batch of footage from a podium on the opposite side. Pictures shown in five-cent theaters typically carried no explanatory legends. Many didn’t even have an opening title.


  About twenty people attended the two-fifteen show. Fritzi and her mother were by far the best dressed. Some of the spectators reeked of garlic, wine, or a lack of bathing facilities. It wasn’t snobbish, merely truthful, for Fritzi to observe that the pictures served primarily an audience of disfranchised immigrants. Pictures depended for success on a universal language of pantomime, and on accessibility. Slum dwellers could often walk to a theater, saving carfare.


  In a roped area at the front, children were segregated. Half a dozen noisy boys in patched knickers and cloth caps joked and punched each other. Ilsa whispered, ‘Truants?’


  ‘Or artful dodgers,’ Fritzi said. She and Ilsa responded to a lantern slide requesting ladies to remove their hats. The grand dame in the illustration wore a wide-brimmed number carrying enough fruit and wild fowl to serve a banquet.


  The professor left the piano to separate two of the boys rolling in the aisle and pummeling each other. When they were back in their seats, the operator switched off the tin-shaded ceiling lights and a new lantern slide appeared.


  The Latest

  T. B. HARMS

  SONG MIT!


  – Words and Music By –

  HARRY POLAND


  As Featured By

  FLAVIA FARREL

  ‘The Irish Songbird’


  ‘Oh, it’s Pauli’s friend,’ Ilsa said, meaning the composer.


  Two faces filled oval frames on either side of the slide copy. The Irish Songbird was a pouchy-eyed woman who must have been pretty before middle age and sagging flesh caught up with her. The man in the other frame, Harry Poland, had crossed the Atlantic in steerage with Paul in 1891. A Polish immigrant boy, he’d adopted a new name, found his way into the music business, and now wrote popular songs successfully. Harry was a long-jawed young man with a broad smile and lively eyes. The photographer caught him lifting a summer straw hat off his dark curly hair; the pose reminded Fritzi of Paul’s snapshot. Paul was light-hearted much of the time, and the composer looked like that, too. Maybe that’s why they had become friends, and saw each other in New York whenever they could.


  The first song slide appeared, illustrated by a photo of a man in goggles and a young woman in a big hat and dust veil seated in an auto. Song lyrics were superimposed on the machine’s long hood. The professor played the catchy tune.


  THAT ALTO-MO-BIUNC FEEL-INC

  IS STEAL-INC O-VER ME


  Next slide: stuffed doves hovering above the couple, who were hugging. The rowdy boys jeered and made farting noises.


  IT’S AN AP’PEAL-INC FEEL-INC,

  RO-MAN-TIC AS CAN BE


  ‘Get the hook,’ cried one of the boys. The lecturer stepped from the podium and thwacked the offender by flicking his index finger off his thumb, a painful reminder of Rudolf.


  Ilsa sang along in her heavily accented voice. Fritzi found herself singing too. Paul’s friend wrote infectious melodies.


  When the song slides ended, a clackety noise in the booth said the operator was turning the crank of the projector. A beam of light shot over the audience. The boys clapped and whistled as a young woman with a leashed terrier paraded in a sunlit park. The picture was dim, the image scratched and filled with annoying bubble-like eruptions of light. The lecturer announced, ‘Mary’s Mutt, a comic novelty.’


  The three-minute sequence started with Mary accidentally letting go of the leash, then reacting with outrageous mugging as her dog dashed off. Chasing him, she enlisted a policeman, then a young gent eating a sandwich on a park bench. The crude film was no more than an excuse for the three actors to run around wildly, bumping into trees and each other.


  ‘The Gigolo, a spicy import from Paris.’


  This picture involved a dandy with a pointed mustache, an older woman, and a young waitress he attempted to pinch. The set consisted of table, chairs, and a canvas backdrop painted as a restaurant. Halfway through the silly story someone behind the canvas bumped it and made it ripple. The actors went right on. How could anyone be a steady patron of such stuff?


  ‘The latest from the American Luxograph.’


  ‘Oh, here it is,’ Ilsa said, grabbing Fritzi’s hand.


  ‘Teddy in Panama.’ Paul’s first actuality showed President Roosevelt inspecting canal construction.


  ‘Exotic sights of Morocco. Fierce Berber tribesmen.’ Men in sheetlike garments and burnouses stalked past the camera, glowering and waving scimitars. This was followed by a camel race in the desert.


  ‘The bazaar at Marrakech.’ Though dimly lit because of heavy shadows, Paul’s scenes of awning-covered stalls and veiled women examining merchandise caught the essence of the place. The bored urchins stomped and whistled.


  The clicking projector filled the screen with an image of a hotel veranda, the same on which Paul had been photographed. British naval officers in white paraded in and out, many quite fat and most looking self-important. An occasional gowned lady relieved the tedium.


  With an unexplained jerk – perhaps a repaired break in the film? – the scene changed. The audience had a glimpse of an immense battleship steaming past far below the camera, which was evidently positioned high up on the Rock. HMS Dreadnought? The image stayed only a few seconds; a hand swooped over the lens and the screen went black. One of the urchins booed. A new scene appeared: the Union Jack snapping on a flagstaff.


  Another repetitive chase picture ended the fifteen-minute show. ‘That was thrilling, wasn’t it?’ Ilsa said as they left their seats. Fritzi agreed that Paul’s pictures were special, and worthwhile, in contrast to the cheap little dramas and comedies.


  Outside, she turned up her coat collar. The weather had worsened. Heavy gray skies pressed down on the city. A bitter wind blew off the lake. The air smelled of snow and was full of soot, the stink of horse dung, the rattle and roar of El trains trying their iron loop around the downtown.


  ‘Pauli has seen so much of the world. What an exciting life he leads,’ Ilsa said.


  ‘He should write a book about it,’ Fritzi said. The thought had just occurred to her. Paul wasn’t a writer, like his friend the journalist and novelist Richard Harding Davis, but he was smart, and she was certain he could do it.


  Ilsa and Fritzi bent into the wind, heading for the trolley stop. Ilsa had relieved Nicky of the duty of picking them up. On the corner she bought two roasted sweet potatoes from a vendor, to warm them up while they waited.


  ‘Fritzi, those people in the little stories – are they actors?’


  ‘They may think so. What they’re doing isn’t real acting, it’s old-fashioned scenery chewing. The style of fifty years ago. Modern acting is – well, smaller. Intense but restrained. Edwin Booth pioneered it in this country.’


  ‘I suppose picture people have to play broadly to convey an idea. Would there be acting opportunities for you?’


  Fritzi reacted emphatically. ‘Not me, Mama. I’ll never have anything to do with that kind of entertainment. I’d rather not act at all.’


  ‘I thought acting was acting,’ Ilsa said with a little shrug of puzzlement. ‘Life was so much simpler in the old days.’


  7 • The General and His Children


  His Cadillac started on the second spin of the crank. It was a dependable four-cylinder 1906 model that developed 40 hp. Black with matching leather seats, it had its winter hardtop latched in place. The machine had cost a little more than $3,700 new, which put it in the luxury class. It wasn’t the General’s most expensive auto, though. That was the glittering $5,700 Welch touring car he kept garaged in bad weather.


  He slid under the wheel on the right side. He put on his expensive driving goggles, resembling a domino mask made of leather inset with two front lenses and a side lens at each temple. He drove out the east gate into Larrabee Street, passing a line of delivery wagons piled high with kegs of the dark and hearty beer they brewed especially for Christmas.


  Creeping along congested streets of the Near North Side, Joe honked at a Simplex that almost ran into him at an intersection. He cursed when horse dung splattered his fenders. He shook his fist at a Reo that swerved too close. In the east, clouds like gray granite slabs layered the sky. Sleet began to tick against the windshield. Fortunately, his velvet-collared motor coat had a warm leather lining. His mood matched the bleakness of the day.


  The sleet had turned to snow by the time he drove into the big four-bay garage at the rear of his property. He parked the Cadillac next to his prize vehicle, the beautiful cream-colored seven-passenger Welch touring car. Its four cylinders developed 50 hp. Brilliant brass coach work and leather upholstery, fire-engine red with a diamond pleat, dazzled the eye. Made in Pontiac, Michigan, the Welch was a top-of-the-market vehicle for rich men. Joe had long coveted a chain-driven Mercedes, but they cost more than twice as much. He thought $12,000 for a motor car excessive.


  In the house he handed his automobiling clothes to Leopold, the steward. Leopold was middle-aged, phlegmatic, less of a trial than his martinet predecessor, Manfred. Leopold hailed from Bavaria, but Joe saw none of the lazy traits he associated with Germans from that region.


  In the kitchen, Ilsa and the cook, Trudi, were mixing batter for stollen, the traditional raisin- and sugar-dusted cakes of the season. Joe kissed his wife, who laughed when she saw she’d transferred flour to his chin. He said he’d be ready for Abendessen, the evening meal, by eight o’clock.


  ‘I’ll be in the office going over sales reports. Sound the buzzer.’ Joe operated the house with an elaborate system of bells and buzzers that suited his orderly nature, while annoying others. Ilsa buzzed at five past eight, and Joe proceeded to the dining room.


  The Crown mansion reflected the season. A nine-foot fir tree stood beneath the huge electric chandelier in the two-story foyer. A marvelously detailed wooden créche was arranged beneath. The tree wore a festive cloak of glass balls, enameled ornaments, gold chains, and silver tinfoil. Scores of white candles were clipped to the branches. They wouldn’t be lighted until Christmas eve; that was the German way.


  In the dining room, two candles in the Advent wreath in the center of the long table were already lit. On the sideboard stood a carved St. Nicholas, two feet high with his long beard, miter, and bishop’s crozier appropriately painted.


  Joe sat at the head of the table. He heard his older son coming, announced by the scrape of his artificial foot and a hacking, phlegmy cough. Joe Junior smoked too much; nothing his parents said would make him stop. The General bridled his annoyance and unconsciously brushed nonexistent specks from his immaculate vest.


  Joe Junior created fierce pity and anger in his father. The boy was a tragic misfit. Mired in socialist dogma – he was friendly with the very red Gene Debs – he’d taken part in a strike at a shingle factory out in Everett, Washington, where he worked for a time. The strikers fought a bloody brawl with hired goons. Two of the goons threw Joe Junior onto one of the buzz saws that split cedar blocks into shingles; the saw tore off his right foot.


  Only the quick action of a Norwegian woman, Anna Sieberson, kept him from bleeding to death. He later married Anna, and was planning to adopt her son when influenza carried her off suddenly. The boy went to live with relatives, and Joe Junior slunk home to Chicago, a bitter and defeated man.


  ‘Good evening, Joe,’ the General said as his son limped in.


  ‘Hello, Pop.’ Joe Junior sat – no, that wasn’t quite right, he took his seat and slouched, his right shoe stuck out as if to remind everyone defiantly of the cork foot it covered. Look at him. Joe thought. Dirt under his nails. Sweat rings on his shirt. Joe Junior was always demonstrating that he was one of the ‘common people,’ although he lived under Joe Crown’s roof at no cost, and ate Ilsa’s food, and enjoyed a life monumentally better than any other man who did low work at the brewery. Joe Junior was thirty. The same height as his father, he’d resembled Joe Senior until beer and overeating ballooned his stomach and dissipation put gray rings around his blue eyes.


  Ilsa and Fritzi came in. Ilsa sat at the far end of the table. Fritzi kissed her father’s forehead, murmured, ‘Papa,’ and took her place opposite Joe Junior on the side. The two serving girls set platters on the long table, a family heirloom of dark walnut with fat carved legs. Ilsa kept it covered with a lace tablecloth of intricate design.


  Joe said to Fritzi, ‘Did you and your mother see Paul’s pictures this afternoon?’


  ‘We did.’


  ‘How was the theater?’


  ‘Dark, but clean. Mr. Laemmle’s recommendation was all right.’


  ‘You know he named his own theater the White Front, hoping it would suggest cleanliness and respectability, and attract a better crowd. A vain hope, in my opinion. Thank you, Bess.’ Joe nodded to the girl who set his stein of Crown lager by his right hand.


  Ilsa said, ‘Pastor Wulf claims picture theaters are spawning grounds for vice, but we saw nothing immoral. Just some loud boys wasting their afternoon.’


  ‘Paul’s films are really remarkable.’ Fritzi said. ‘They show places and events that people would never see otherwise. We watched the president operate the controls of a great big steam shovel.’


  Joe helped himself to a large slab of Ilsa’s dry pot roast and passed the platter. Careless, Joe Junior almost dropped it. Joe shot him a look, then said, ‘Theodore’s energy and curiosity are boundless.’


  ‘It’s a shame Paul’s work is exhibited only in five-cent theaters,’ Fritzi said. ‘The other pictures, the ones that try to tell stories, are trash.’


  ‘We agree on that,’ her father said with an amiable nod. Joe Junior looked bored, sitting head down, devouring mashed potatoes. He continued, ‘I saw a few story pictures a year ago. What a mistake. They offer nothing but low comedians chasing girls in scanty outfits or running around smashing down picket fences and trampling flower beds. Total disregard for property.’


  Joe Junior snickered. ‘Property. Of course.’


  We all know what you and your friend Debs think of the idea of property,’ his father shot back. ‘I need no commentary from—’


  Loud knocking at the front door interrupted. Ilsa looked toward the foyer as Leopold rushed to answer. The front door opened; Joe heard the wind. Dsa said, ‘Who on earth can be calling at this hour?’


  Leopold rushed in. ‘Sir – madam – it’s your son.’


  ‘Carl? Mein Gott.” Ilsa leaped up, ran past Leopold exclaiming, ‘Where did he come from?’


  ‘Pittsburgh, Mama,’ Carl’s voice boomed. ‘Pittsburgh and South Bend, on the boxcar Pullmans.’


  Elated but baffled, Joe followed his wife into the foyer. Snow was melting on Carl’s hair and the shoulders of his patched overcoat. A long red scarf wrapped round and round his neck trailed to the floor. Carl hadn’t shaved in several days. His boots dripped water on the marble.


  Carl rushed to hug his mother, swinging her off her feet and whirling her. Ilsa’s flying heels nearly knocked over a tall Chinese jar. When Carl’s clumsiness combined with his boisterous energy, there often was damage. Tonight no one cared.


  Carl released his mother and shook his father’s hand.


  ‘Greetings, Papa. Hello, Joey. Fritzi, let me hug you.’ She received a three-hundred-sixty degree whirl like Ilsa’s. She was breathless when he put her down.


  ‘No one expected you, Carl,’ she said.


  ‘I’m on my way to Detroit.’


  ‘Detroit?’ Joe Crown said in a baffled way.


  ‘To look for a job. I’ve been studying fast cars lately. I want to find out how they’re built. I want to drive one.’


  Joe said, ‘You looking for employment? In an auto factory?’ He was almost afraid that asking would hex the whole thing. Carl grinned, threw an arm over his father’s shoulder, and leaned down to him.


  ‘Yes, Papa, your wayward boy has found something he wants to do. It happened back East – Baltimore. Tell you all about it later.’


  ‘You’ll be here for Christmas, won’t you?’ Fritzi asked with a curious look of expectancy.


  ‘Through the holidays, but that’s all,’ Carl said.


  ‘This is wonderful news,’ Ilsa exclaimed. Only Joey, leaning against the door jamb at the dining room entrance, looked indifferent. It maddened Joe.


  ‘Come in, come in, there’s plenty of food left,’ Ilsa said, fairly bubbling.


  ‘Could use some,’ Carl said. ‘No dining-car service on the boxcars.’


  ‘You could be killed riding that way without paying,’ Ilsa said.


  ‘Oh, no, I had an expert teacher. Paul. He learned to do it in Berlin.’


  ‘Glad you’re home, Carl,’ Joe Junior said as the others trooped back to the dining room. ‘But I’m bushed, we’ll talk tomorrow.’ He limped to the staircase with his crippled right foot scraping, scraping – Joe clenched his teeth as he watched his son drag himself up the long staircase.


  He called for a bottle of schnapps and another place setting. Ilsa and Fritzi and Carl chattered away while he alternated sips of coffee and schnapps. Soon he felt much better. Carl had given them a grand Christmas present.


  Joe observed Fritzi from the corner of his eye. With Carl’s life unexpectedly going in a new and more positive direction, it was time to concentrate on her. He needn’t leave matchmaking entirely to Ilsa. He would start looking among his well-to-do friends for eligible bachelor sons who might be interested in a fine match with a millionaire’s daughter. Fritzi needed a proper husband and a good home right here in Chicago. He wouldn’t permit Fritzi to follow any other course.


  What a happy holiday season this was turning out to be!


  8 • Courage from Carl


  Next morning everyone rose early. After eating Frühstück -breakfast – big enough for two. Carl took himself out of the house to shop for Christmas presents, extracting a promise from Fritzi that they’d play some ball later. It was a pastime they’d enjoyed together when they were children.


  The morning’s burst of sunshine and warmth quickly melted an inch or two of snow from last night. Nicky drove Ilsa to a board meeting of the Orchestra League. Left alone. Fritzi drew up her own Christmas list, then leafed through the mail that Leopold brought to the music room. Eagerly she opened a letter to the family from Julie.


  She caught her breath when she read Julie’s description of her treatment at the hands of London policemen in the Whitehall demonstration. Fritzi admired Julie’s devotion to the cause of woman suffrage. She shared Julie’s enthusiasm for it. though so far she’d never taken part in any marches.


  
    
      Julie’s letter concluded with a paragraph about cousin Paul. For years, since that evil Jimmy Daws went to prison, he has carried and handled all his heavy equipment by himself. On his African trip he severely strained his back and suffered for weeks. Lord York has offered to hire an assistant, but Paul refuses. When I tell him a helper would be no reflection on his manhood, he turns a deaf ear. Germans can be maddeningly stubborn – and none more so than my dear husband!


      Sending you all much love …

    

  


  Fritzi left the letter on a silver tray for her mother and, as the winter morning wore on, sat down to write a reply of her own. She asked Julie to use wifely persuasion in another area: Paul must write a book.


  
    
      Why not? He’s intelligent. His letters are lively and literate (when he takes time to put pen to paper!) – I should think many people would like to read about all the fascinating sights and events he’s photographed – the difficulties and dangers he’s faced and overcome. His friend Richard Harding Davis does very well with such books. Won’t you convince him to make an effort? Say that if he doesn’t, he will sadly disappoint his favorite cousin!

    

  


  Carl smacked his fist into his fielder’s glove. ‘All right, Fritz, let’s see if you have anything left in old age.’


  Fritzi squinted against the afternoon sun. Across Nineteenth, a curtain moved in an upstairs window. Fritzi waved her calfskin fielder’s glove, a simpering smile on her face. ‘Hello, Mrs. Baum, you old biddy.’


  She wound up and delivered the hardball with a wild curve that took it over Carl’s head. He stabbed his mitt up and neatly caught it. For someone bulky and clumsy, he could be surprisingly agile. ‘Hey, you’re not so creaky,’ he said, grinning.


  The sun felt wonderful on Fritzi’s face. The thawing earth of the side yard smelled rich and warm. They fired the ball back and forth, developing a rhythm that echoed moments in their childhood.


  The ball smacked into the gloves with a clean, hard sound. Carl threw one wild pitch; Fritzi went after it in a dive and slide that dirtied her skirt. Brushing herself off, she bowed toward Mrs. Baum’s window. If they arrested girls for unladylike behavior, their neighbor would be calling for the Black Maria this minute. Fritzi’s dinner-table impersonations of the nosy widow made even her father laugh.


  ‘I’m thrilled you’re going to Detroit. Carl.’


  ‘Pop made a point of congratulating me last night. He’s happy too.’ That unnerved her. Would the General feel the same about her decision to leave? Doubtful; she was female.


  ‘I made up my mind in Baltimore, where I watched that Fiat,’ he went on. ‘I hung out with the driver and his riding mechanic for three days. I paid for so much beer I thought I’d wind up in debtor’s prison. Learned a lot, though. Decided I had to drive one of those cars. Then I decided I should know how to build them too.’ The smack of the ball hitting leather came at shorter intervals. ‘I’ll get a job in an auto plant, or one of the machine shops like Dodge Brothers that supply parts. There are dozens, I’ve studied up at libraries. Detroit’s a boomtown. What about you? Haven’t given up acting, have you?’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘I didn’t expect to find you in Chicago now that Pop’s back in harness.’


  ‘I’ve overstayed. I’m planning to do something about that.’


  ‘Tell me.’


  Fritzi smacked the ball into her mitt, took a deep breath and threw.


  ‘I’m going to try Broadway.’


  Carl thought about that a moment, then broke into a smile. ‘Sure, it’s the obvious place for someone as talented as you.’


  ‘It’s a secret until I tell Papa.’


  ‘That won’t be so easy, sis.’


  ‘Fell me something I don’t know,’ she said with a rueful pucker of her mouth. ‘But I have to go. Carl. If I don’t, I’ll regret it always.’


  He kept tapping the ball into his glove as he asked, ‘How do you feel about it? Are you scared?’


  ‘Terrified. All the actors I’ve met say New York’s a cold, heartless city. But I’m unbelievably eager at the same time.’


  ‘When are you leaving?’


  Fritzi felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. ‘Right after Christmas. I’ve told Mama. She doesn’t like it, but she won’t stand in the way. Papa’s the obstacle. I’ve promised myself I’d tell him before the holiday. I dread it.’


  Carl shot the ball over his shoulder onto the grass, put his brawny arm around her. ‘I’m not too qualified to give advice, but I will anyway. You know Pop will probably rant. He’s stuck in the past in some ways. Every woman needs a wedding ring and children, that kind of thing. Well, sure – if it suits you. But I think you’re kind of like me, Fritzi. A maverick – that’s what they call wild steers in Texas, I read it in the Police Gazette. We both have different dreams. They’re not like Pop’s when he came to this country a poor boy eager to make a fortune. We’re living in an incredible new century. All the rules have changed. Did you see that little black car that putted by a while ago? Henry Ford introduced them this year, and he’s already sold more than a thousand. I pity the fellow with a buggy whip factory, because all the rules have changed. Including Pop’s. So don’t be talked or bullied out of your dream.’ He pointed at the pale sky in the east. ‘If your dream’s there, sail out and find it.’


  He planted a chaste kiss on her cheek.


  ‘Promise me you will.’


  ‘I do, Carl, I do – bless you! You give me the extra courage I need. It won’t be easy facing him.’


  Carl ambled over to pick up the ball. He tossed it to her underhand. ‘Just remember, Pop respects strength. If your knees quake, don’t let him see. You can do it. Hell, sis, you’re an actress, aren’t you? Act!’


  She ran to him. ‘Oh, Carl. “What impossible matter will he make easy next?’”


  ‘Huh?’ What’s that?’


  ‘A line spoken by a character named Antonio, in The Tempest. Act two, scene one. Fits you perfectly,’ she exclaimed, throwing her arms around him. With thoughtless enthusiasm Carl wrapped her in a huge hug that left her breathless and gasping, but braver and more confident than she’d felt for days.


  9 • Obligatory Scene


  The season’s frenzy consumed the household. Fritzi plunged into Christmas shopping, dashing through Marshall Field’s and the Fair and Carson’s in search of presents. She spent carefully from her savings, holding back forty dollars for a ticket to New York and subsistence until she found work.


  Every morning Ilsa dashed off to shop, or help with children’s parties at Hull House, or socialize with her wealthy friends. Nearly every night she and the General went out to a party or banquet. Joe Junior either disappeared after supper or didn’t come home from work at all, leaving Carl and Fritzi to play checkers and talk for hours. Joe Junior came home long after everyone was in bed.


  The Crowns attended Sunday services at St. Paul’s Lutheran together, again without Joey. Nor did he join them in the music room when Fritzi played carols and the General sang in his strong baritone voice and Carl bellowed like an enthusiastic but tone-deaf steer.


  Wednesday of the week before Christmas – all four Advent candles glowed on the dining table now – Fritzi went to the depot to buy a ticket on the New York Central’s Empire State Express. ‘One way, day coach, please.’ She would not spend money for a berth. The Mortmain company had given her a great deal of experience with sitting up all night; she knew how to race for a seat nearest the stove, and use available newspapers for covers.


  She, constantly rehearsed what she wanted to say to her father, but put off the actual encounter. Joe Crown did have a temper. That fact tempted her to flee without facing him. Couldn’t she resort to a letter?


  No, said Ellen Terry, most emphatically:


  You know that in any well-wrought drama, certain obligatory scenes must be played because everything previous leads up to them. To omit them is a cheat. It’s the same in a family. Your father is not some minor character to be dismissed offstage with a few lines in a scented envelope.


  The other reason you must speak to him is personal. Cowardice doesn’t become members of this family, including you.


  All right, she would do it Saturday, before the family left to attend the annual party for employees of the brewery. The General paid for the event every year.


  She was up early that day, her stomach on fire, her palms already damp. She began to dress about four. It was a clear, cold afternoon, with a few winter stars already showing beyond her bedroom window. She struggled into her gown, red satin with a deep lace bertha. Ilsa had bought her the dress for last year’s party.


  Groping at the nape of her neck, she closed the clasp on the pearl dog-collar choker borrowed from her mother. Then she yanked a comb through her tangled hair. Her hair reminded her of frayed yellow rope. She threw the comb at the glass and stuck out her tongue.


  A clock on the mantel of the small fireplace showed half past four. Her father had announced their departure time as six o’clock. Fritzi supposed the General would drive them to Swabian Hall in the Welch; the streets were dry.


  She heard a heavy tread in the upstairs hall, ran to the door.


  ‘Papa! You’re home early.’


  ‘Yes, I managed to get away.’


  ‘Could I speak to you a moment?’ Her heartbeat was thunder in her ears.


  ‘Why, of course,’ he said with a benign smile. ‘Shall I come in?’


  ‘It might be better if we go down to your office.’


  ‘Whatever you prefer.’ He offered his arm at the head of the stairs. ‘You look very fetching. You’ll be the belle of the party.’


  ‘Hardly.’ Nervous, she almost stumbled twice on the long descent past the stunning Christmas tree.


  In the office, Joe Crown drew the visitor’s chair away from the wall. Outside, the deep blue shadows of Illinois winter shrouded the grounds. Bare tree limbs shook in a lake wind.


  Fritzi sat on the forward edge of the chair, clasped her hands in her lap to keep them still. Stage fright! She couldn’t remember Carl’s words of encouragement.


  ‘Now, my girl. What’s on your mind?’


  ‘Plans, Papa. I want to tell you my plans.’


  ‘Please do,’ he said, smiling again. He crossed his legs, folded his hands over the little paunch developing at his middle. She smelled beer along with his hair lotion. Perhaps he’d celebrated a bit at the brewery. He seemed in a fine mood.


  ‘I’m going to New York,’ she said.


  His forehead wrinkled. ‘How interesting. You’re going to shop?’


  ‘To live. To look for work in the theater.’


  Somewhere in the west, dying daylight broke out beneath clouds, striking the office window and painting it red. Joe Crown never changed his posture or expression. Yet Fritzi fancied the blood left his cheeks.


  ‘I see. Well. It’s good you told me.’


  He crossed to the door, which stood open a few inches. He closed it with a dungeon-like bang. He stood with his back to the window and his feet wide apart, like a military officer. She could see nothing but a black silhouette against a rectangle of red.


  ‘When did you decide this, may I ask?’


  ‘Some time ago. I bought my railway ticket Wednesday.’


  ‘Let’s discuss this reasonably.’ He still sounded calm and, if not exactly friendly, then not antagonistic either. She was emboldened.


  ‘With all respect, Papa, discussion isn’t necessary.’


  ‘Permit me to disagree. It isn’t healthy for a girl your age to venture to New York for a career in a dubious and risky profession. A career that might not exist at all.’


  ‘Carl’s going to Detroit without the promise of a job. You approve of that.’


  ‘Carl is a man. It makes a difference.’


  ‘Oh, Papa. That’s so old-fashioned.’ The challenge to his authority was blurted without thought; she was angry.


  His voice remained steady, controlled: ‘New York’s a filthy, wretched city, I’ve seen it many times. It’s dangerous for a single woman. Go to a public theater’ – he gestured energetically, warming to his case – ‘as innocent people went to the rooftop theater at Madison Square Garden last summer, and it’s you and not Stanford White who might be shot down by a jealous madman. It simply isn’t safe, Fritzi. Please reconsider.’


  He was adamant. Well, so was she:


  ‘I’ve considered it carefully, Papa. I’m just informing you as a courtesy.’


  ‘How thoughtful,’ he replied, with real rancor.


  ‘You know Broadway is the only theater that matters. If I don’t find out whether I can succeed there, I’ll hate myself the rest of my life.’


  Joe Crown peered out the window, his profile etched by red light. ‘Please understand, Fritzi, I’m not arguing to be difficult, or have my own way.’ Oh, no?


  He held out his small, well-manicured hands, pleading. ‘I want the best for you. A husband. A home. Children.’


  ‘I’m hardly the kind of raving beauty a man’s going to marry.’


  ‘You underrate yourself, terribly. You’ll find someone. Perhaps you mustn’t set your sights so high. In any case, a young woman of good character belongs—’


  She jumped up. ‘Kirche, Ktiche, Kinder? Papa, that was your century. This is mine. My life.’


  ‘Your life! You must regard it very cheaply if you insist on consorting with low theatrical people.’


  His voice had risen. Fritzi clenched her hands. The scene was veering out of control. ‘How can you say that? You’re the one who gave me permission to join the Mortmain company.’


  ‘Touring the South – a section of the country far safer than New York.’ He hooked a finger in his collar and jerked, a sign of his agitation. ‘I thought a year or two on the road would cure your ambition. You’d see the sordid lives of actors, most of whom fail to achieve anything significant. You’d endure wretched conditions for a while, and then your eyes would open and you’d give it up.’


  ‘You really thought that when you let me go?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You didn’t support me? You deliberately sent me out to fail?’


  He took hold of her red satin sleeves. ‘Please calm down.’


  She wrenched free. ‘I’m not a child, to be patronized and pacified. You keep making that mistake.’ Her color was high, her forehead hot, her stomach unbearably painful.


  ‘No, you misunderstand. I repeat, I want nothing but the best for you. When you left, I thought you were foolish, misguided. But I felt that trying to reason with you was futile. I did not send you out to fail, only to get the theater out of your system. It appears I’m the one who failed. I must try again. I beg you not to go. New York is a cesspool of criminals, radicals, pseudo-intellectuals with their Ivy League noses in the air. And those damned new women with their short hair! I’ve seen photos of them strutting in trousers and neckties and derby hats. Some of them even flaunt cigars and pipes. In public! I don’t want you going that way.’


  ‘Papa, that’s ridiculous. I won’t.’


  ‘You’re a lovely girl’ – she avoided his eyes – ‘but emotional. At this moment I would say slightly hysterical. Let me be plain. If you persist with tliis mad idea, you’ll incur my deep displeasure.’


  But she already had, it was evident in the set of his mouth, the crow’s feet around his eyes. She marched to him in two quick strides, confronted him without blinking.


  ‘Then what, Papa? You’ll disown me?’


  ‘I dislike your tone of voice.’


  ‘I’m sorry, I’m a grown woman. I’ll always be your daughter, but I’m not your slave.’


  ‘I forbid you to go. I forbid it!’


  The office had grown dark as a cave; the last red light was gone, and the stars were strewn high on the other side of the glass, which vibrated in the lake wind.


  ‘You have nothing to say about it, Papa. Goodbye.’


  Fritzi was almost in tears. She dashed out, giving the office door a mighty slam. It was a splendid curtain cue, for a play. The difference was, when a play ended, there were no consequences.
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  ‘Liebchen, don’t do this,’ Ilsa said. Fritzi threw stockings and underwear into the muslin-covered tray of her steamer trunk. It was a fine old trunk, basswood covered in canvas and reinforced with top, bottom, and side slats. It bore the scars of her years of one-night engagements: grease marks that wouldn’t surrender to repeated scrubbing, deep dents in the brass corner bumpers.


  ‘I’m going, Mama. He despises me.’


  ‘You’re wrong, it’s only the acting. And the thought of you alone in New York.’


  ‘What’s the difference? That’s what I am, an actress. Actresses belong in New York.’ She stuffed a pair of shoes into her brown leather bag on the bed. A slot under the handle held a wrinkled card she’d inscribed with care, in ink, in 1901:


  Miss Frederica CROWN


  MORTMAIN’S

  Royal Shakespeare Combination


  Birmingham, ALABAMA


  Ilsa wrung her hands, clearly desperate for a new avenue of argument. Outside Fritzi’s window the sunless sky had a murky, menacing look.


  ‘Papa hasn’t said three words to me since the party night before last. He’s avoided me around the house. I never spent a worse Sunday. I’ll be on the four o’clock train.’


  ‘Fritzi, it’s Heilig Abend. Christmas Eve. We gather together, Papa lights the candles on the tree—’


  ‘I’ll celebrate by myself. He can’t change, Mama. Or grant me the right to live my own life – to fail, if that’s the outcome. Which it will not be, I promise. Papa’s reverting to his old self. He orders everyone about according to what he thinks is right, and when they don’t obey like dutiful little soldiers he rejects them, freezes them out with his glaring and huffing.’


  ‘I’ll admit your papa is a complicated man. Difficult to live with sometimes.’


  ‘Difficult? The word is impossible. I should have left months ago, as soon as he recovered.’


  ‘Is there nothing I can do to change your mind?’


  ‘Nothing. Carl’s taking me to the depot, you won’t have to bother.’


  ‘Bother? You are my child, my only girl.’


  ‘Well, don’t worry, your only girl will be fine in New York City.’ Fritzi said it with much more confidence than she felt. She yanked the leather bag open and folded a skirt into the bottom, lined with buff-colored leather.


  Ilsa dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. ‘I have gifts for you.’


  ‘Mine are under the tree. There’s a plaid muffler for Papa, I’m sure he’ll burn it or throw it in the trash.’


  ‘You judge him too severely.’


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘You must take your presents. Wait.’


  Fritzi went on packing. Moments later Ilsa returned with two white boxes, a large one imprinted with the name of the Fair Store and a smaller one, about six inches square, from Field’s.


  ‘Here, open them. Please.’


  Giving her mother a look that mingled affection and melancholy, Fritzi pulled the red ribbon off the larger box, unfolded the tissue paper.
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