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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Policewomen’s Bureau is a work of fiction based on the life of my late friend, Marie Cirile-Spagnuolo, and was written with her permission and cooperation. I was drawn to her story through her memoir, Detective Marie Cirile, and decided to adapt it as a novel over the course of our long talks. Both of us were detectives in the NYPD, though in different eras. Marie was appointed in 1957, and she was at my retirement party in 2011, three months before she died. The affinities between us were peculiar and deep. She’d lived a few blocks away from where I grew up, in Yonkers, and our families attended Mass at the same parish. Her husband, Sid, retired from the 44th Precinct, in the South Bronx, where I was a detective, and cops I worked with remembered him.

The first question most readers will ask is “How much of it is true?” The short answer: Most of it, and the worst of it. It was hard for me to make sense of what she went through. Though we had much in common, Marie was an outsider and a trailblazer, an Italian in an Irish police department, and a woman in a man’s world. The indignities she suffered, on the job and off, were experiences I could only imagine. And so, I decided to relate them with as little imagination as possible, relying on her versions of events and her emotional reactions to them. Whether this loyalty to the facts, or to my friend, represents a disloyalty to the reader, I can’t say. But I do know that she wasn’t crazy for believing and behaving as she did.

At the same time, when Marie and I talked about this book, I told her I wanted the freedom to invent anything that might improve the story. She told me, “Go for it, kiddo.” I went for it.

Despite the title, this isn’t a “cop book.” It isn’t a thriller or a whodunit. Though Marie saw more than her share of action, and solved more than her share of cases, no crime is as important as the character, how she changed in the changing times. How Marie became herself is the only mystery that matters, and this novel doesn’t solve it.




“‘I could tell you my adventures—beginning from this morning,’ said Alice a little timidly: ‘but it’s no use going back to yesterday, because I was a different person then.’

‘Explain all that,’ said the Mock Turtle. ‘No, no! The adventures first,’ said the Gryphon in an impatient tone: ‘explanations take such a dreadful time.’”

—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland





PROLOGUE

Six women sat on a row of metal folding chairs backed up against a wall. All in their twenties, dark-haired, in bulky black sweaters, dark blue skirts extending below the knee. All white, against a white wall. None too tall or short, too fat or thin. All alike, or enough alike, at least to a stranger. That was the way these things were done. A man watched the women through mirrored glass from a dim and narrow hallway. Another man stood beside him, watching him watch. The second waited for the first to say something. When nothing was said, he asked, “See anyone you like?”

“I don’t—it was quick,” the first man said. He sounded less uncertain than unimpressed. “The sweaters make them—she looked much nicer. Little black dress.”

There was another woman with the men, standing behind the one who asked the question. See anyone you like? She wouldn’t have put it that way. She knew what he meant, but the other man didn’t seem to, and the point was to make him understand. She considered saying something, then decided against it. She was an inspector, the commanding officer of the Policewomen’s Bureau. It was the detective’s case, but it was one of her girls who had made it, and she had called in more of them to see it through.

“Not like-like,” said the detective, with a hint of strained patience. He was an Irishman with cold blue eyes, gray hair in a crew cut, a Brooklyn accent that rubbed like a dull razor. “Take your time. Look at the faces, not the sweaters. They’re all wearing the same thing, so you see what’s different about ’em.”

“Is she there? She’s one of them?”

“That’s for you to say.”

 “They all look so frumpy.”

“It’s not a beauty pageant,” the inspector said. “You’re supposed to pick out the lady who stole your wallet, if you recognize her. Did she say anything to you?”

“We were at the bar at the Carlyle,” said the man. He was from out of town, a vice president of something, visiting for a convention. Midwestern, tall and thick and fair. “I bump into her, and she says, ‘Careful, big fella! It’s not rush hour!’”

The man hadn’t known he’d been pickpocketed. A female undercover had been observing from the bar, high-signing her backup after the slick-fingered missy caromed into a stockbroker, spilling her gin fizz on his pinstriped lapels. His billfold had been tossed aside before she was cuffed, but the Midwesterner’s wallet was in her purse. They had two cases—two half-cases, one without evidence, the other without a witness, at least so far.

The detective leaned in to a microphone. “Number One, would you please stand up, take a step forward, and say, ‘Careful, big fella! It’s not rush hour!’”

On the other side of the glass, the woman in the first seat did as instructed, moving slowly—reluctantly, it seemed—and speaking in a listless monotone. “Careful, big fella. It’s not rush hour. “

The Midwesterner made a face of uncertain disapproval, as if smelling milk that was about to go sour. Again, the detective called into the microphone. “All right, Number One, sit down. Number Two, same thing.”

The second rose, trembling. Her arms were rigid, her fingers splayed wide. She could have been standing at the edge of a gangplank. Her mouth gaped like a goldfish, but no words emerged. The inspector wondered how guilty she’d look if she’d actually done anything wrong. The detective urged her on. “Come on, now.”

When the third woman leaned over to tug her hem, she jumped up and screeched, “Watch out for the train!”

“No, not her, poor kid,” said the man. “Not the first one, either.”

“Okay, Number Three. Take your time, and speak up. Number Three?”

The third woman didn’t suffer from stage fright. If anything, she seemed too eager for the spotlight. She put a hand on her hip, tossed her head back, and nearly sang, “Get out of my way, big guy, I’m late for the train!”

The detective corrected her, “’Be careful, big fella! It’s not rush hour!’”

The woman seemed cross. “Isn’t that what I said?”

The man leaned over to the detective. “No, it’s not her.”

“If you want,” the third woman said, “I can do it again. I can—”

“Nuh-uh,” said the Midwesterner. “Too—I dunno. I bet her husband has his hands full with her, though. Is she married?”

“That’s enough, that’s fine,” the detective said, rather abruptly. “Number Four? Again, the line is, ‘Be careful, big fella! It’s not rush hour!’”

The inspector wasn’t pleased. Yes, a lineup had to follow a script as old as vaudeville, but none of the assembled understood their parts. The Midwesterner could have been picking out pastries at a bakery counter, and the women were like a motley lot of schoolgirls drummed into auditioning for a school play. The first sullen as a delinquent, the second scared silly, the third believing she was already a star. Would it get worse? Not better, anyway: Number Four rose from her seat as if she were in the fourth grade at St. Rose of Lima and Sister John Margaret had chosen her to lead the Pledge of Allegiance, loud and clear: “Be Careful! Big Fella! It is not rush hour!”

The inspector didn’t disagree with the review: “Eh.”

And then Number Five rose and stepped forward. There was an ease in her voice, sexy in its offhand confidence, and she delivered the line as if no one had said it before, unforced and unfussy: “Be careful, big fella! It’s not rush hour!”

The man bellowed his approval, “That’s her! That’s definitely her!”

The detective looked at the inspector and winced. He turned to the man. “Why don’t you wait for the last one, we’re not finished—”

“That’s her! I’d know her anywhere!”

“Hang on, just wait—“

“We’re finished, Detective,” the inspector said. She spoke into the microphone. “Thank you, ladies. That’s all.”

As the six women began to take off their sweaters, the man paid even closer attention. Vaudeville had become burlesque. His eyes were still on them when he asked the detective, “That’s her, right? The one who robbed me?”

He took out a handkerchief to mop his brow and didn’t wait for a reply. “It took me a minute. I’ve never had anything to do with cops before—Don’t get me wrong, I have nothing but the highest regard—but once I saw her, I just knew. I’d never forget—”

The case had been lost, mostly. Two felonies would become a misdemeanor—Grand Larceny in the Third Degree cut down to Criminal Possession of Stolen Property in the Fifth—and then discounted again to next to nothing when the judge heard the case. The women pulled off their sweaters as if they were lice-ridden. Were they? The inspector made a mental note to inquire. The Midwesterner gasped as the differences between the women were revealed. One through Five were positively parochial, in white cotton blouses and crossover ties, navy blue wool skirts. Number Six had a figure like an hourglass, and it was sheathed a blue-black cocktail dress. She looked as if she should be sipping gin fizzes at the Carlyle, which is what she’d been doing a few hours before.

The man shouted, “I wanna change my answer! It’s Number Six! Shit, now I see it. Pardon my French! Who are—what are the other ones? Meter maids?”

“They’re policewomen,” the inspector said.

“Really? Seriously? What do they do?”

 “Not nearly enough.”

Four policewomen picked up their sweaters and began to leave. Number Five took out handcuffs from a pouch on her belt and beckoned Number Six to cross her wrists behind her back. Click-click. It was done correctly, the inspector observed, but the commanding presence was gone; the policewoman seemed smaller, vaguer, a little timid, as if she were asking a favor of the woman instead of taking custody of her. The shift was interesting, and all the more impressive to think of her as a shy girl who had risen to the occasion. One of the new ones. Marie? Yes, that was her name. She could blend in or stand out. She knew how she needed to be seen.

“Still, that Number Five, she’s got something,” the Midwesterner said, turning to leave.

“I think you’re right,” the inspector replied.





ONE

A DOUBLE LIFE





1 YOU HAVE YOUR UPS AND DOWNS


Today, tomorrow, next week, we’ll pose as hostesses, society girls, models. Anything and everything the department asks us to be. There are two hundred and forty-nine of us in the department. We carry two things in common wherever we go: a shield—called a “potsie”—and a .32 revolver. We’re New York’s finest. We’re policewomen.

—Beverly Garland as Patricia “Casey” Jones Pilot episode of Decoy

JUNE 12, 1958

2330 HOURS



Policewoman Marie Carrara had a feeling something meaningful had happened, but she’d be damned if she knew what it was. The ID procedure in which she had just taken part was an age-old ritual of the law, solemn as a sacrament, but the whack-a-mole chorus line reminded her of a vaudeville gag. Marie didn’t know what to make of it, or of the girl marching down the stairs in her handcuffs, two steps ahead. She’d first seen the café society stowaway an hour before, when she’d been called for the lineup. Now she had to while away a weary night with her, filling in for the station-house matron whose kid had tonsillitis. Still, Marie was giddy, and she struggled to not let it show. Careful, big fella! She was better by far than the other policewomen. Whatever was happening on the other side of the mirrored glass stopped cold when she stood up and spoke. That was a good thing, wasn’t it? For a few seconds, she felt so wonderfully different that it was as if she’d tried on eyeglasses for the first time, or shoes that fit.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs, the girl stopped and turned with a shy half-smile. “How did it go?”

“I dunno,” Marie replied. “But the detective sounded disappointed. That’s good for you, I guess.”

It was as if they were friendly rivals, auditioning for the same part. Could it be that this was the first lineup for both of them? The girl wasn’t much younger than Marie—twenty-five?—but she was top-heavy like a pinup taped to a GI’s locker, and her frock must have cost more than the eighty-six bucks Marie took home for her week’s pay.

“Does that mean I’m getting out?”

“I wish I could tell you,” said Marie. No one had explained anything to her. She was new at this, and she didn’t know whether to believe the older policewomen who told her to pretend to be terrifying to prisoners or the ones who told her to pretend to be chummy. Like nice nuns and mean nuns, and both orders discouraged chitchat until it was safe to talk. The stair landing led to the precinct lobby, and the grim little hallway with the female cells was less than ten steps away. Two cops staggered in, on either side of a slobbering giant in a shredded, blood-soaked T-shirt. The giant howled, “We were on the same bowling team!”

Marie nudged the girl forward. The hall with the cells had one working yellow bulb out of the three in the cobwebbed ceiling, and it reeked of bleach and pee. Gray-green paint flaked from dank walls. Marie guided her prisoner into the cell, uncuffed her, shut and locked the door. Clang, click. Inside were a cot, a sink, a toilet. The girl looked like an orphan when she pressed her face against the bars. “Are they letting me go?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what you’re charged with,” Marie said. Now that they were settled, the kooky, kicky feeling came back. She’d done something tonight, whatever it was. She’d never arrested anyone before, but she tried not to let it show. She was familiar with the theory if not the practice. “What did the officer tell you?”

The girl’s expression darkened. “They say I took a guy’s wallet.”

“Well, he didn’t pick you out, so that’s good,” Marie replied, her tone measured. She sat in the rickety metal chair that would be her post until dawn. “Did you have the wallet when they arrested you?”

“I found it at the bar,” she grumbled, though she didn’t seem to believe it herself. “I was on my way to the lost and found—I don’t even know why they stopped me.”

“Huh.”

The girl had receded into the gloom. Marie felt as if she were advising a lovelorn caller on her radio show.

“That lady at the bar, she was eyeballing me,” the girl mused. Her voice lowered then, her tone hardening. “I took her for a dyke.”

Marie didn’t care for that kind of talk, but the suggestion that a female undercover might have taken part in the caper thrilled her. She pictured a lady agent in an off-the-shoulder evening gown, a transmitter concealed amid the diamonds of her necklace. At a gala in the ballroom of the Plaza Hotel, maybe; maybe there were Russian spies. A clarinet began to croon the opening bars of “Begin the Beguine”—

“Do the cops have gals like you doing sneaky shit like that?”

Marie was so caught up in the reverie that she barely heard the profanity. “Oh, yes!” she exclaimed. “Not a lot—most of us are stuck on matron duty for twenty years. But one day, I’m gonna be out there, like them.”

A water bug the size of a sore thumb skittered down the hall. Marie winced and exhaled. Someday—but not tonight.

“You were so good in the lineup,” the girl said. “‘Careful, big fella!’ Did you ever think about acting?”

“Oh, you know, just daydreaming. Once, in school—”

The girl cut her off. “Oooh, sorry, but I have to go. Gimme some toilet paper, wouldja?”

Marie opened a dented tin cabinet and took three sheets of newspapery tissue from a roll. The girl sounded hurt when she took them. “Thanks, but—three? I’m not feeling well. Could you just give me the roll?”

Marie hesitated. She felt bad for the girl, but the rules were the rules. “I’m only supposed to give you three at a time.”

The girl groaned and swayed, stamping her feet as if struggling to hold it in. “Please! It’s embarrassing to have to ask.”

Marie was embarrassed, too, and she handed the roll through the bars. Was the three-sheet rule really a rule? She’d never seen it written down. She closed the door to the precinct lobby for privacy and moved her chair down to the next cell. She was grateful there was only one bulb in the hall. It wouldn’t matter that she’d forgotten to bring something to read.

Marie hummed a tune to cover the splashing noise from the cell. When they begin the beguine, it brings back the sound of music so tender—Da-da, da-da-da-da-da. What in God’s name was a beguine? The toilet flushed, but Marie barely heard it. She was trying to get back to the Hotel Astor. She’d been out of the police academy for six months, and she’d only done matron duty so far, aside from a few stray days on other assignments. Once, she helped detectives with an Italian burglary suspect, translating the interrogation. She’d been thrilled to do her bit, but the detective later told her that the perp was from Newark, not Salerno, and he’d only been playing dumb. There was the weekend at the beach at Coney Island, where she was supposed to be a reassuring figure if she came across any lost children. That was a change of scenery, at least, but she broiled in her heavy woolens, and several mothers seemed to take her for a free babysitter, dropping off junior—Just for a minute, I swear!—and strolling back hours later. Matron duty was better than DOA runs. It was considered inappropriate for a patrolman to search a female corpse. There had been a couple of stinkers. The toilet flushed again.

Marie was in awe of her boss, Inspector Melchionne, whose hand-picked gals were out and about doing all kinds of interesting things. There weren’t a lot of them—thirty, maybe, out of two hundred and fifty policewomen—working pickpocket cases and con games, and detectives borrowed them for robbery stakeouts and drug buys. Just yesterday, there was a story in the paper about the one who locked up the Gypsy fortune-teller who swindled three spinster sisters from Flatbush out of their life savings; last week, another nabbed a would-be models’ agent in Brooklyn who took plaster casts of girls’ chests, claiming it was standard procedure: “All the major brassiere companies insist!” The headline was funny, if a little fresh: BUSTED! Marie had been in the papers when she was in the academy. She had the clip framed—a beautiful shot of her and her husband, Sid, beneath the caption “Two Cops in Every Family?”

The inspector was said to be fanatical in her attention to publicity. It was rumored that she approved every script for the new television program Decoy—the first cop show starring a woman, with opening credits that proclaimed, “Presented as a tribute to the Bureau of Policewomen, Police Department, City of New York.” And policewomen were popping up on TV quiz shows like Twenty-One and Dotto and Treasure Hunt. Marie had wondered what consolation the public might take from learning that Policewoman Claire Falhauber knew so many state capitals, and then she realized that most people didn’t know that policewomen existed. Marie hadn’t herself, until recently.

Six months on matron duty. She didn’t know how long it would be before she got a chance to do something else. It wasn’t as if she’d get better at her job if it consisted of sitting down and doing nothing. She couldn’t really say she was learning anything. And then she felt something at her feet. She heard the toilet flush again, and again. She looked down and saw the flood. What was this?

“What did you do?” Marie sputtered, clambering up on her unsteady chair.

The girl screeched and cackled, gripping the bars as if she might collapse from laughing. “That’s for when you make the big leagues, honey! I’ll never forget your face!”

WHEN MARIE DROVE home to the Bronx that morning, she didn’t want to think about work. Her mind was as empty as the Sunday-morning streets when she arrived. It didn’t really have a name, her neighborhood. The houses on her block were low-slung brick boxes, attached two by two—“mother-daughters,” as they were called, accurately in her case. Most of the houses had some Jewish or Catholic testimonial, a mezuzah over the door, or a concrete saint in the yard. Mama had an elaborate shrine to St. Anthony of Padua in the back. Every year on his feast day, in June, there was a big party, prayers, a processione. When Marie was little, Mama got sick. Every doctor Papa took her to, they didn’t know what it was. “Maybe some infection.” “Maybe cancer.” “Maybe you need to find a new wife, this one, she’s not going to last.” Mama had long black hair, down to her behind. She cut it off and wove it into braids, like lace, and she made a new frame for the picture of St. Anthony on the wall. She sent it to Italy, to the orphanage of St. Anthony of Padua. Did the orphans care that a lady in America cut her hair? Did God? She got better, though. All Marie knew was that Mama loved St. Anthony, and he loved her back.

It was a neither-nor place, stranded between highways. Hundreds of blocks had been bulldozed for the Cross Bronx Expressway, just to the north, and the Bronx River Parkway cut them off to the east. Whole neighborhoods were being paved over in the name of progress. The papers said that people were leaving the Bronx—Brooklyn and Manhattan, too—faster than they arrived, for the first time ever. Another highway had just begun construction to the west, on the far side of the foul wash of the Bronx River, just behind their house. Upstream was a coal-to-gas plant; downstream was a cement factory. Marie couldn’t imagine any fish in the river, even the toughest fish, diving in on a dare. She wondered if she’d miss the place. She was willing to try.

There were four Panzarino sisters—Ann, Marie, and Dee, born two years apart, and then Vera, the baby, six years younger than Dee. Ann and her husband, Sal, had moved to Yonkers, following Dee and her Luigi, and Marie and Sid were looking at houses there, too. Vera would likely follow, whenever she got married. Cops were supposed to live within city limits, but that was one of those rules they didn’t make much of a fuss about. At times, Papa grumbled about his daughters moving away, even if it was only a twenty-minute drive, but they’d been safely handed over to husbands. His say was no longer final once their names had been changed. He and Mama had traveled farther than any of his children would ever dream of going, and though they had met here in the New World, their marriage had been arranged from the old country. That was the way things were done then.

Marie usually took the subway in, but today she had Sid’s car because he was having a Boys’ Night in. Her father’s venerable black Packard was parked in front, but she could usually find a spot no farther than three or four houses away. Cars filled the neighborhood the same way TVs had, creeping from novelty to normality without anyone really noticing. Everyone had TVs now, almost, outside of the roughest slums. Some said that kids would never leave the house, spending their lives staring pie-eyed at the box, and some said that TV was a godsend, a cure for delinquency, that would draw back the Jokers and Pharaohs and Tomahawks from their street gangs to huddle around Lucille Ball and Jackie Gleason. In the papers, you read that TV meant the end of radio, the end of movies, and the end of reading. You could read columns and letters saying so in the Daily Mirror, the Journal-American, the Herald Tribune, the World-Telegram and Sun. There had always been cars, of course, but now almost everyone had one. One of the casual miracles of the age, like the polio vaccine.

Marie mounted the concrete steps and stood beside the potted geranium as she dug into her purse for her house key. An iron rail separated her half of the stoop from Mama’s. A twin house, joined side to side. She cast a furtive glance next door, as if Mama were waiting up to yell at her for being late for dinner. She opened her door and called softly, “Hello? It’s me! Anybody awake?”

No one answered, but the smell hit her like—well, it hit her. The reek of sweat and ten-cent cigars and sloshed beer from the Boys’ Night made her wonder if he’d hosted a prizefight along with a card game. She left the door open and went through the living room to the TV room—it didn’t have a name before the TV arrived, as her parents just called it laggiù, “over there”—and yanked open the windows. Even the Bronx River smelled better than the room, and she was glad for the breeze, taking it in for a moment before surveying the damage. Toppled beer cans and an overflowing ashtray covered the coffee table in front of the tatty old couch, and the rabbit-eared TV was tuned in to a test pattern. The living room seemed untouched, as always, with an immaculate white cloth over the table, a china cabinet full of dishes too good to be used. One of the pictures of Italy on the wall—the Leaning Tower of Pisa—hung askew, and Marie straightened it. The kitchen she didn’t dare look at. And then—

“Mommy!”

Sandy came barreling out from the kitchen and vaulted into her arms. The crush of four-year-old love nearly made Marie faint. They kissed again and again, and Marie cherished the weight of her in her pink pajamas, the way she stared at her with dark, demanding eyes. Marie stared back, pretending to be angry, knowing that her daughter wouldn’t be fooled. She didn’t want to think about how late Sandy had stayed up, how much she’d overheard. “Sandy! This place is a mess! Did you have a party here last night?”

“No! Daddy did. They played cards.”

“Did he win?”

“I dunno. What’s for breakfast?”

Marie took in the horror of the kitchen then, with its littered beer cans and half-eaten sandwiches and still-smoking ashtrays, the coffeepot hissing on the stove. She marched forward and felt the broken glass crunch beneath her feet. Reee-verse march! She backed into the living room and set her barefoot daughter down.

“You stay out here, and I’ll make you a bowl of cereal. See if cartoons are on.”

Sandy was thrilled. “Can I eat in front of the TV?”

“Today’s a special day.”

“Is it because the place looks like a shithouse?”

Marie glared at her, more-than-half-pretending to be angry, and Sandy lowered her eyes, less-than-half-pretending to be contrite. “Sorry, Mommy.”

That would have to do for now, Marie supposed. She went into the kitchen, picked up a towel, and flung the scalding coffeepot into the sink, where it sizzled in the dirty dishwater. She opened the refrigerator and saw the bottle of milk on its side, a white puddle below. Sandy called from behind, “The milkman doesn’t come on Sunday, does he, Mommy?”

Marie turned around and forced a smile. “Did I tell you the prayer you say to St. Anthony? He’s the patron saint of lost things.”

Sandy ran a hand through her bangs with her right hand. Her black hair was in a bob. “I think. Can you tell me again?”

Marie stepped out of the kitchen, swept her up in her arms, and began to spin like a top. “Tony, Tony, turn around, something’s lost that can’t be found. Tony, Tony, turn around . . .”

After only three turns, she felt dizzy, so she set Sandy down. “But God helps those who help themselves. I’ll make eggs.”

Two hours later, Marie was dozing on the couch with Sandy in her arms. The house was clean. Some time had passed when Sandy nudged her. “Should I wake Daddy up?”

Marie looked at her watch: 10:10. “Let him sleep.”

She must have slept again herself, because she woke when Sandy sat up. Marie heard Sid’s heavy tread on the stairs and roused herself. He was in his underwear, his face unshaven and puffy, and he scratched himself as he ambled across the room. He was not having a good morning. Still, the boys called him “Hollywood Sid,” and on his bad days he looked better than most on their best: six feet tall, broad-shouldered, built like a light heavyweight. He had thick black hair with a soft curl to it, a profile meant to be chiseled in marble, and a smile that could sell toothpaste. Not that he was smiling now. He surveyed the room and scowled. “Place looks fine. I don’t know what you’re complaining about.”

Marie sat up, reflexively straightening the uniform blouse she still hadn’t taken off, running a hand through the mushed side of her hair. Complaining? Had she been talking in her sleep? Sandy was still fixated on the TV. Sid stopped at the threshold of the kitchen. “Is it too much to ask for coffee?”

Marie turned off the TV, and Sandy followed her into the kitchen. Sid sat down at the table, and Sandy clambered into his lap as Marie put the kettle on. “You know, hon, the stupid coffeepot is no good. It’s the cheap one we got from my cousin at the wedding. All we got is instant.”

“If that’s all we got, that’s all we got.” Sid exhaled heavily. He softened as Sandy nuzzled against him. “At least I got one girl who takes care of me.”

“Daddy, who locks up more bad guys, you or Mommy?”

“Girls can’t be real police, baby,” Sid grunted. “It’s a rough world out there, full of bad guys. They stay inside, so they can’t get hurt.”

Marie thought about bringing up the lady undercover at the Carlyle—not to argue with him, just so Sandy would know—but instead she said, “You want me to fry you some eggs or something?”

“Don’t bother, I’ll go out.”

“Don’t forget about Mama’s later. It’s—”

Sid looked at Sandy. “What’s up?”

Sandy replied, “It’s an extraspecial day for Aunt Vera. There’s a boy she likes, and Nonna and Nonno have to see if he’s good enough.”

Sid laughed, and Marie laughed, and she went upstairs to shower and change. He was gone when she came back down, and she had to turn off the TV again so Sandy could dress for church.

MARIE AND SANDY had gone straight from Mass to Mama and Papa’s. It was just like home, but in a mirror: the kitchen and stairs were to the left instead of the right, but the same spaghetti-joint prints of Venice and Rome adorned the walls, the dining room table had the same white cloth, the same china cabinet was filled with never-used dishes. In the living room, her brother-in-law Luigi sat with Papa, who was reading the paper. A public affairs program was on, with two men arguing about building a bus station.

“So, Pop, you mind if I maybe watch the baseball game?”

Papa didn’t look out from behind his copy of Il Progresso. “Do what you want.”

But when Luigi got up to change the channel, Papa growled, “But la macchina break, anybody touch.”

Luigi hesitated, his hand inches from the dial. “Hey, Pop, me and Dee—I don’t wanna spoil the surprise, but we’re gonna buy you a new one for—”

“I like this one fine.”

Sandy broke the stalemate, bellowing, “Nonno!” as she raced over to hug him. Papa was short and squat, and his feet didn’t reach the floor when he sat on the couch. He had hard, small eyes, and a mouth that always looked as if he were about to spit. But he beamed at the sight of his granddaughter and climbed down from the couch. “Cara mia, you so pretty today!”

Papa had learned some Yiddish since his arrival, and better English, but he and Mama still spoke Italian at home. Their melodious speech was jarringly spiked with Americanisms, like “traffic jam, bad-bad” and “Buy one, get one free.” The four girls picked up English from neighbors, the radio, and at school and mostly spoke it with their parents. Italian questions received English answers; Italian reproofs brought English apologies. The sisters traveled between languages, pulled between the little lost-in-time villages of the Bel paese and the big city in the New World.

Luigi was slight and trim, always dressed in the best from his mid-town haberdashery, always ready to entertain, like the song-and-dance man he’d once been. Today, the costume was summer suit in pearl-and-gray herringbone tweed, and the show would be a melodrama, it seemed. As they embraced, he whispered, “Help me, please.”

“Easy, kiddo. Is he being a pill?”

Luigi was a gem, but Marie knew that Papa was nervous. He might have to break Vera’s heart in a couple of hours. Arranged marriages weren’t done in this country, but he and Mama held the final and irrevocable right of refusal over their daughters’ suitors. The day would end in banishment or matrimony. This wasn’t a family dinner; it was a trial with catering.

“He could haunt a house,” Luigi said.

Dee leaned out of the kitchen and barked, “Get the hell offa my husband! He signed the papers, it’s too late for him to pick another sister. Get in here, Marie, we got jobs to do. Come on, Sandy, go play in the back, your cousin Anthony is there.”

Marie followed into the kitchen, where she was astonished by the abundance of the feast and daunted by the labor required for it: peppers were scorching on the stovetop and mushrooms were being stuffed, focaccia baked, sardines dragged through a plate of flour. Sausages crackled in a pan, and Ann peeked at a pork loin roasting in the oven, poking it for doneness. Mama kneaded semolina dough for the orecchiette, rolling out the pasta into tubes, cutting the tubes into nickel-sized slices, pressing the slices into little cups with a stubby, masterly thumb. Orecchiette meant “little ears.” Vera whacked away at a pile of greens. When Marie was young, weekday dinners were bird-food affairs of pasta e ceci, o lenticche, o fagioli, o piselli—pasta with chickpeas, lentils, beans, or peas—with maybe a cheap cut of neck meat for Sunday gravy. They’d been poor then, she thought, and then she thought again: No! Papa had two houses, his own business delivering coal and kerosene, but money was for saving, not spending. Funny what you believed as a kid, wasn’t it?

Dee ducked as Vera waved the knife and wailed, “Do we hafta do all this? We went on three dates! All this, and I never even kissed—”

Mama barked—“Basta!” She didn’t know much English, but she knew when the talk was about to turn dirty, at least as far as she was concerned. Mama looked like Papa, small and thick, with the same semipermanent Don’t-even-think-about-it! expression on her face. She muttered, “Che stupido.”

“Come on, honey, it’s all gonna work out in the end,” said Ann, as she often did, reaching for Vera’s wrist to take the knife. Marie shook her head and picked up an artichoke. Poor Ann had to believe that, didn’t she? She was so lovely, so soft and sad, with a wonderful job at the UN, and a husband who was a bum. No kids, and the doctor said not to count on any. Marie looked over to Dee, who rolled her eyes before asking, “Where’s Sal? Is he coming?”

“Some kinda big meeting he had. He’s gonna try to come later.”

Marie felt a wicked flicker of conspiracy with Dee, who’d just gotten out of the police academy. They were so alike in so many ways, though Dee had always been more confident and outspoken. Dee had two kids, Anthony and baby Genevieve, who was probably napping upstairs; Marie had only one, but Sandy was all she wanted. They’d taken the test together—it was Dee who pushed her to take it—but Marie had done better and had gone into the class ahead. And then Dee spoiled the alliance by asking, “How about Sid? He coming?”

Marie hated that Dee thought she was like Ann. Dee never liked Sid. Unlike Sal, Sid had a job, for one. He wasn’t perfect, but there were plenty worse. She wouldn’t let Dee get away with it. “You know he won’t miss Mama’s cooking. He’s probably getting himself all pretty to make his grand entrance.”

Mama smiled—she adored Sid—which prompted another eye roll from Dee. “Well, he’s not gonna be the star of the show today. It’s Vera’s—”

Vera had two handfuls of greens and was about to drop them into a bowl when she knocked it onto the floor. It was a wooden bowl, and it landed on the floor with a harmless Bonk! But as far as Vera was concerned, it might have been a Ming vase that shattered, with all her dreams of love inside. She screamed, “I’m gonna kill myself, and alla you after!”

Mama bellowed, and Ann took Vera out to the back, to sit down and settle herself at the feet of St. Anthony. Marie dropped her last chunk of artichoke into the lemon water, and Dee took the sausages off the fire. They smelled done.

AT THREE O’CLOCK, everyone milled around the table, eyeballing the platters of antipast’ on the table: hard scamorza cheese and soft muzzarel, salami, olives, fresh focaccia bread, crunchy fried artichokes and sardines, fried zucchini flowers stuffed with rigot, baked mushroom caps stuffed with sausage. It was only the beginning, and they couldn’t begin. Two bottles of heavy, sweet homemade wine were on the table, courtesy of Mama’s cousin Ugo. Papa reached for one. “Sedetevi. Sit.”

Vera pleaded, “Can’t we wait, Papa?”

“Three o’clock, you tell him?”

“Yeah, but maybe—”

“This Sunday, no? Not next week?”

“Yeah, but—”

“He got ten minutes.” Papa said. “Sedetevi. Don’t just stand around, like a buncha—I dunno.”

Ann touched his hand. “Maybe we should say grace?”

“Why? We can’t eat.”

“Come on, Papa, you might as well say it now as later.”

Papa made the Sign of the Cross, and heads bowed: “Benedici, Signore, noi e questi tuoi doni, che stiamo per ricevere dalla tua generosità. Per Cristo nostro Signore.” An awkward silence followed the Amen. Papa checked his watch and shook his head. When he extended his fork toward the mushrooms, Vera shot him a pleading look. The hand was withdrawn.

“So . . . we got two policewomen here,” Ann began haltingly, like a comedian dying on stage. “Marie, Dee, anything interesting happen at work?”

“It’s matron duty,” Dee sniffed. “Babysitting for bad girls. Anything interesting isn’t fit conversation for the dinner table.”

“You got that right,” Marie said, despite thinking, How long has Dee worked now, two weeks? Still, she wasn’t about to tell about last night’s toilet fiasco. “But matron duty isn’t all we do. Inspector Melchionne, she’s got her best girls doing all kind of crazy assignments. You got pickpockets—”

“And perverts,” Dee interrupted. Again. “Some girls work on nothing but. They call it the Degenerate Squad.”

Mama covered her ears. “Bah!”

Marie pushed on. “A while back, detectives brought a guy in. He said he didn’t speak English, he was from Salerno, and I was the one who talked to him. They said they caught him trying to break into a store—”

Papa barked, “Madonn’! A million crooks in New York! Every color, they got crooks. Why the first guy you lock up, he gotta be italiano?”

Ann, Marie, and Dee shook their heads, exchanging looks: You can’t win. Time dragged on until there was a knock at the door. Vera leapt up to answer it, and she couldn’t conceal her disappointment when her beau wasn’t on the other side. “Shit!”

Sid walked in, shaved and smiling, altogether transformed from the slovenly grump Marie had last seen. With his Ban-Lon shirt in robin’s egg blue, he could have just walked off the golf course with Sinatra and the boys. Ring a ding ding! One arm was full of flowers, the other bottles of wine, and he didn’t miss a beat at the greeting. “Hey! Nice to see you, too, Vera.”

“I’m sorry, Sid, it’s just—” Vera broke off, stifling a sob.

“What? Loverboy ain’t here? Don’t worry, maybe there was a subway strike. Hey, Mama!”

“Serafino!” Mama cried out. That was Sid’s real name, but no one called him that but her. “Così bello, come sempre—fiori? Come, la domenica?”

Sid handed Mama a bouquet of tulips and baby’s breath. “I got flowers on a Sunday, Mama, cause there’s a florist on my beat, and I chased a guy who tried to stick him up. A Greek, but a decent guy. Lives upstairs, so it’s no trouble for him to open up for me. I got some for you, Mama—of course!—and for Vera, and I couldn’t forget my wife. Baby, you look gorgeous.”

As Sid lowered a bouquet to Marie, she kissed him with fervor, wishing he were always like this. Boy oh boy, did he know how to make an entrance! Dee accepted a single lily with an indifferent hand. “It was a florist you went to, not a funeral parlor, right?”

“You’re a pistol, you!” Sid laughed, before turning quickly to Papa. “I got you a little vino.”

Papa took the bottles from the paper bag and nodded approvingly. “Mmm, from a store. Sid, apri la bottiglia. Ma ora mangiamo.”

There would be no more waiting to eat. Everyone was too hungry to feel too sorry for Vera, but conversation was forced and spare. Mama pressed delicacies on Sid—“Prova le alici, e i carciofi, e il formaggio”—and Ann mixed compliments to the chef with inadvertent confessions of aching regret. “I try and I try, but I still can’t cook like you, Mama. Sal would love this.”

Luigi tried next. “A movie star came into the store the other day, Pop. Victor Mature. From Samson and Delilah. The Robe? Very religious pictures, very famous guy. He’s Italian, his real name is Maturi—”

Vera wouldn’t let him go on, captive as she was to other visions of martyrdom. “I just hope nothing terrible happened. But it had to be something terrible, right? He just wouldn’t not show up. It’d be terrible if it wasn’t terrible.”

Marie was almost relieved to hear Sandy intervene. “Know what you should do, Aunt Vera?”

“What?”

That was Marie’s question, too. Sandy stood up from her chair and began to spin. “Tony, Tony, turn around! Something’s lost that can’t be found!”

Papa, Sid, and Luigi laughed, and Marie covered her mouth, so she wouldn’t. Vera began to bawl, knocking her chair over as she staggered to her feet. She started to run toward the front door when the telephone rang in the kitchen. She about-faced and ran back, still bawling, to answer it. The other sisters didn’t have time to react when Mama stage-whispered, “Ho fatto un sogno che è morto.”

Marie was horrified. “Mama! Stop!”

Sandy was frightened and looked pleadingly at Marie. “What did Nonna say?”

“Never you mind.”

Mama leaned across the table and spoke in painfully clear English. “I have a dream. The boy Vera like, he die.”

“Mama, please!”

Sandy began to cry, and then little Anthony followed, howling, and Dee and Luigi got up to hold him. Why can’t we have a regular goddamn dinner like regular goddamn people? Sid was laughing too hard to help, and Marie was furious at him for a second—mostly at Mama—but before she could get around the table, she heard a scream from the kitchen: “NOOOOOO!”

The older sisters ran to the youngest, galloping in like cavalry. Dee grabbed the phone as Marie and Ann sat Vera down on a chair. She spoke as if in a trance. “A car accident, there was a car accident . . .”

Ann fanned Vera with a napkin while Marie got her a glass of water. On the phone, Dee was crisp and commanding. “This is Policewoman Dee, Vera’s sister, with whom am I speaking? I see. Is there any—No, that’s fine. Thank you for calling.”

Marie admired Dee then almost completely. She’d done everything so splendidly—announcing her title in a Radio Free Europe voice, sticking to her first name so the probably-Irish nurse or probably-Jewish doctor wouldn’t be put off by too many operatic vowels by another operatic Italian. The lines were perfectly delivered, and Marie should have been the one to deliver them. Instead, she just stood there.

Vera charged back into the living room. “I have to go to the hospital, I have to see him!”

Marie and Ann corralled her as Papa looked on dispassionately. “È morto?”

“No, he isn’t dead!” Dee exclaimed. “The worst possible thing doesn’t have to happen, every single time! He’s in the hospital with a broken collarbone. He was driving here, got hit by a bus—”

“Dio salve il povero ragazzo!” Mama cried, not altogether convincingly. Marie wasn’t sure if Mama wanted the poor boy to be saved, since he wanted to take her last daughter away from her.

“I have to go to the hospital!”

Papa wouldn’t stand for any more hysterics. “What are you, a doctor? Sit down, eat your food. Big deal! He can come next week.”

Vera froze, then obeyed with a sniffle. The women watched her with apprehension as she dabbed at her tears with a napkin; they exhaled with relief when she picked up a fork. Once the shock had worn off, the mood became suddenly festive—it wasn’t such terrible news, after all. It was a stay of execution twice over: the boy wasn’t hurt too badly in the accident, and Mama and Papa’s judgment of him would be delayed for a week, and doubtless softened by what he’d endured in pursuit of their favor. Marie couldn’t help thinking of it as a good sign, if not a good thing. When Mama brought out the orecchiette with sausage and greens, the talk was lively, and by the time the pork had been eaten, little more needed to be said. The women began to clear the plates, readying the table for coffee and dessert.

“Dov’è la grappa?” Papa asked.

“Hai avuto abbastanza,” Mama replied, surveying the empty wine bottles.

“Go get it,” Papa ordered. Mama shook her head, but she brought out a Coca-Cola bottle of clear liquor—also the handiwork of Cousin Ugo—and three little glasses for the men. Luigi waved a hand, demurring, but Papa glowered at him, filling his own cup, Luigi’s, and Sid’s. He raised his glass. “It’s okay, Vera. If he love you, I love him. Amore e famiglia.”

“To love and family—” Vera wept and hugged him.

Sid raised his glass as well, emotion rising in his voice. “Hey, Pop, that’s the sweetest thing I ever heard. You know, I was an orphan—my father left, my mother died, and my brothers were all adopted, except me. Before I met this family—”

Mama swooned, “Serafino . . .”

Marie surreptitiously surveyed the table: Papa, Vera, Ann, and Luigi were moved, visibly; Dee might have heard Sid reciting last week’s minor league baseball scores for all the emotion she showed. Sandy was getting sleepy. She asked, “Nonno, was Sunday dinner like this when you were little?”

Papa grunted. “No. We didn’t have food.”

“What did you eat?”

“He means they didn’t have a lot of food. Maybe just the pasta, maybe without the sausage,” Marie explained. She turned to Ann, suddenly pensive. “I always wanted to go to Italy. Remember when I won that essay contest for the free trip, from the travel agency?”

But it was Dee who replied, “You said you wanted to go, since you never had a honeymoon.”

Sid didn’t react, and Marie tensed. Ann rushed to change the subject. “I remember! They gave you passage on the ship, a hotel in Rome for a week—for one person! Some honeymoon!”

“I’d’a been scared to go by myself,” Marie said. She felt a little afraid, even saying it.

“That’s my wife, the big tough cop,” Sid snorted.

Everyone laughed, and Marie was relieved that he wasn’t angry. Sandy began to doze, tilting in her chair, and Sid stood and picked her up. He looked at his watch. “Jeez, almost six already. I’ll take this one home. I’m a little tired myself, and I got work tomorrow. You stay, relax, help Mama. I’ll put her to bed.”

“Thanks, honey. You’re the best,” Marie said.

Sid kissed her, then Mama, before making his exit. The benevolent mood resumed as the last of the almond cookies were eaten. Marie felt entirely stuffed, entirely satisfied, and she topped off her coffee so she wouldn’t be tempted to put her head down on the table for a nap. Papa sipped his cordial, and a look of longing filled his eyes. “Why God no give me a son?”

That was the sign for the women to get up and begin to clear the table. His melancholy after meals wasn’t as regular as saying grace before them, but it was a frequent accompaniment to a second grappa.

“I could help in the kitchen,” Luigi offered, sliding back in his chair.

“You sit.”

MARIE WALKED DOWN the steps and back up, light-headed and lighthearted. She’d survived the night and the day, and now she could sleep and sleep. In the entry of her house, she heard something and stopped, half-whispering, “Hello? Anybody awake?” She looked upstairs and then across the living room, laggiù. Ronald Reagan was on TV: “General Electric, where progress is our most important product—” She turned it off and went upstairs. The bathroom door was slightly ajar, and she heard water running in the sink.

Marie cracked the door of the baby’s room to peek inside. Not that Sandy was a baby anymore. Still, when she crept in and leaned over to kiss her forehead, she heard the soft music of baby breath, smelled the bakery smell that rose from baby skin. She was not without guilt for missing so many bedtimes. A family with one child could make do on a patrolman’s salary, though a house in Yonkers would have to wait. She didn’t know whether she dared admit it or dared deny it, but she wanted to work, she needed to, for her own sake. She would have died at home. Before this job, the story of her life hadn’t been much of a story at all. Better for Sandy to miss her sometimes than to pity her always.

Marie went to the bathroom and waited at the threshold. “Hey, honey, that was something, wasn’t it?”

And then she noticed that Sid was dressed to go out, in a blue shark-skin suit. She was confused. “You going someplace? Now? Where?”

Marie should have known better than to ask. There was no note of rebuke in her voice. He was free to come and go as he pleased, of course. But he wasn’t dressed for his bowling league, was he?

In the reflection, she watched him tie a silver necktie into a Windsor knot over a baby blue crepe de chine shirt. Sid refused to turn, or even to catch her eye when he replied, coldly controlled. “You wanna know if I’m going out? You wanna know where? I swear to God, Marie . . .”

“Sorry, honey, it’s just that—”

That was a mistake, too. This was not a conversation, or even an argument. He poured a splash of bay rum into a cupped palm, clapped his hands, and slapped his cheeks. “You’re right next door! You’re not in Italy! Not like you wanted—you never had a honeymoon! Like you’re all alone. After all I done for you? I swear to God, Marie, I swear to God.”

There was less coldness in his voice, less control, when he turned to her. What had she done? What had she asked that was so terrible? She had to try to find out something. She didn’t throw out any backtalk. Nothing like, “You live in my family’s house without paying rent!” God forbid. I swear to God, Marie! Always he said that, and she never, ever knew what he meant, whether he was keeping a promise or breaking one. She had so many questions, but the only one that came out was “Why is it you gotta impress everybody except me?”

She saw the white of his teeth and wished it meant that he was smiling. No, no more a smile than the raised hand would caress her cheek. He feigned a slap, just to make her flinch, then landed a real one when she ducked down. He grabbed her to make her face him before flinging her against the wall. She crashed into a framed picture of St. Anthony and heard the glass break when it hit the floor. She fell down beside it. She knew the prayer she was supposed to say, but she stayed still and kept quiet. Sid crouched down and put his mouth against her ear. “You’re nothing without me.”

She wanted to say, “Just go,” or, “Do what you want,” or even, “I’m sorry,” but she knew there wasn’t a syllable she could utter that he wouldn’t construe as a provocation. She shuddered, hunkering down to seem smaller, and kept an arm up over her face. She was so stupid to have said anything.

From Sandy’s room, there was a low wail, and then a call, “Mommy?”

Marie didn’t move until she heard Sid stand. She hated herself for that.

“Unbelievable. Just unbelievable,” he said. She hated herself for waiting to hear him stomp down the stairs, for the door to slam shut, before standing up and running to Sandy. She wiped her tears before she sat on the bed, and she didn’t turn the light on. “It’s all right, baby, Mommy’s home.”

“Were you and Daddy fighting?”

“No, baby. I slipped on the stairs.”

“Why was he yelling?”

“He was scared I was hurt.”

“Where is he?”

“He went to work.”

“At night?”

“You know police have to work at night sometimes, baby. We’re always here for people, to keep them safe.”

In the dark, Marie couldn’t see Sandy’s face, couldn’t tell if the child had fallen for the line. She wasn’t sure if she wanted Sandy to believe her. How awful all of this was, all around. Unbelievable, just unbelievable. She didn’t know what to believe. So many times, she’d tried to understand what he wanted from her, hiding her tears in a room with the lights off. Round after round, she played the game with all her heart, all her mind, but she hadn’t a clue what the answer was, and she couldn’t begin to guess. Nothing mattered, and nothing would ever change.





2 YOU KNOCK AT THE DOOR


“No one should come to New York to live unless he is willing to be lucky.”

—E.B. White

JUNE 16, 1958

1400 HOURS



As Marie walked down the hallway in her pigeon-gray suit with the pencil skirt and matching trilby, white-gloved, faux-pearled, her police shield pinned to a lapel, she wondered what exactly it was she’d dressed up for. Many policewomen dreaded being summoned to Inspector Melchionne’s office, with its churchy hush and scent of beeswax polish, and many had reason to fear, if their efforts were lacking, or if there was rumor of any act or attitude that might bring discredit to the bureau. “St. Theresa,” she was called, among other things, not always with reverence. Her intimates referred to her as Mrs. M. There had been no hint of reproof when her secretary, Miss Emma Lehane, had called that morning, but Marie’s confidence was not at a high point. She’d barely seen Sid since that awful little to-do on Sunday night, and they hadn’t spoken. Whatever this interview was about couldn’t have anything to do with that. Could it? No, and it was unlikely that the goof-up with the flooded cell merited a meeting with a figure as eminent as the inspector herself. The cops at the precinct had laughed when Marie ran out to ask for a mop. She hadn’t done anything of significance, good or ill, so it was better to hope than to fret.

Still, Marie quailed when she saw the door with the frosted glass panel. POLICEWOMEN’S BUREAU. Below it, in smaller letters: INSPECTOR THERESA MELCHIONNE, COMMANDING OFFICER. She had never been inside before. Goodness! She straightened her posture and thought, Come on, you’re a big girl now! Let’s see that brave smile! She laughed when she recalled she’d said the same thing to Sandy before the kindergarten Christmas pageant. She was about to knock when a policewoman in uniform burst out, eyes brimming with angry tears. She looked at Marie and asked, “What did you do?”

Thankfully, the policewoman closed the door behind her. “What I do on my own time is my own business. I went on one date with the guy! How was I to know he’s a bookie? I didn’t place a bet!”

Marie could neither agree nor disagree, and the woman brushed past, shaking her head. “It’s like she knows everything about you! As far as I’m concerned, St. Theresa can go to hell.”

The encounter unsettled Marie, and she waited a moment to collect herself before knocking and going inside. The outer office was sizable, with three policewomen in uniform at a row of desks to the left, typing or talking on the telephone. On the right was a couch, a coffee table with copies of Look and Life, a vase of gardenias. Ahead was Miss Lehane, at her desk by the door to the inspector’s office. She was older, taut and austere, her hair in a bun. She was on the telephone as well—“No, Inspector Melchionne is speaking at a luncheon for the Junior League that day, and at the Regina Coeli Society breakfast before”—but she waved for Marie to take a seat on the couch.

Marie smoothed her skirt and obeyed. She was afraid it would seem cavalier, even presumptuous, to pick up a magazine, and then she lost interest when she looked up at the framed newspaper articles on the wall: “LADY COP NABS PICKPOCKET,” “UNDERCOVER MAMA TAKES DOWN SCHOOL DOPE RING,” “GAL COP TELLS GYPSY’S FUTURE: JAIL!” Below the headlines were some of the great names of the Policewomen’s Bureau: Peg Disco, the tennis champ and mother of five who’d spent years infiltrating the Communist Party for the Bureau of Special Services, rising so far as to head of some kind of Commie committee; “Dead Shot” Mary Shanley, who was no stranger to gunfights; Claire Faulhaber, who had been a college professor before becoming a cop. No wonder she knew her state capitals! She’d gone on the game show after taking down a ring of lady pickpockets who posed as mendicant nuns. Marie was afraid she was gaping, so she sat down and tried not to fidget. She was horrified to see a coffee stain on her left glove, and she covered it with her right hand. Just then, Miss Lehane beckoned her in to see the inspector, and Marie forgot about everything else.

“Hello, Marie. Please, sit down.” Inspector Melchionne was seated at her desk, reading through a folder. She was a smallish, plainish woman with dark curls done up in a sensible bob. Was she fifty? No one who saw her pinching tomatoes at the grocery would have taken her for anything but a housewife. For Marie, however, there was no more regal creature east of Buckingham Palace. An Italian, too, when everyone else important was Irish, from the police commissioner to the district attorney to the mayor to the cardinal. She was the sole female in the department of rank, as only men were eligible to be sergeants and lieutenants, captains and beyond. Married but childless, the inspector had a nunnish air, and the propriety of her speech was such that you could picture it written in perfect cursive on a blackboard. The inspector hadn’t looked at her yet. “Out of the academy for six months, top of your class, never sick, never late. Mother of a four-year-old daughter, married to Patrolman Serafino Carrara of the 44th Precinct, sister of Benedetta Visconti, six months behind you in the Policewomen’s Bureau.”

The inspector paused, evidently expecting some comment. Marie’s was minimal: “Dee—that’s what we call Benedetta—she’s the one who pushed me to take the test. We took it together.”

The inspector put the folder down and smiled. “I hope she doesn’t mind you got in the class ahead of her! Do you talk about work much around the dinner table?”

The casual manner set Marie at ease. “As a matter of fact, just last Sunday, we were just talking—about not talking about it.”

“Well, matron duty isn’t the most exciting work,” the inspector allowed. “Still, moments do present themselves. I was delighted to hear about your translation efforts for the detectives. And I noticed you again, more recently.”

Marie was thrilled. “Really? When? What for?”

“I picked you out of a lineup. Unfortunately, so did the victim,” she said. “I wonder if I should have asked your sister, as well. I envy you having a police family, so to speak. They can be a great source of support. At the same time, families are never simple, are they?”

“No, Ma’am,” she averred, warily.

“I took the liberty of calling your husband Serafino’s commanding officer, to ask a few discreet questions. Would you like to know what I heard?”

The inspector reached down to find a paper in the pile, so she missed it when Marie twitched. “Uh—Sid. Everybody calls him Sid.”

“Well, Sid does nothing but brag about you. Your score on the police test, that wonderful article in the paper when you were in the academy—‘Two Cops in Every Family?’ He went to a print shop to make copies. I doubt there’s a patrolman in the precinct he hasn’t told about you.”

“Huh.”

“In any case, I bring all of this up for a reason. I wanted to get a sense if you would be comfortable with a measure of publicity. I take it you noticed the framed newspaper articles in the waiting room?”

“I thought they were wonderful—”

“I find most of them to be in spectacularly bad taste. They read like submissions to ‘Ripley’s Believe It or Not.’ Still, the press is an absolute necessity for what I hope to accomplish, and backhanded compliments are better than none. Ours is a story that has to be told. Do you think you might want to try one of these assignments?”

Marie nodded with vigor. She’d have been shattered by the rebuke for her enthusiasm about the articles—Really, if she didn’t like them, why did she put them up on the wall?—but she didn’t have time. The inspector slid a sheet of paper across the desk. “Meet Mr. Todd.”

Marie read aloud. “‘President of the Todd Trust Company, President of Todd Shipyards, President of the Pan American Banking Company, President of the American Corporation of Lawyers Society . . .’ Boy, that’s a mouthful, that one. Member of nine private clubs. Very impressive.”

“Indeed. You could understand how such a distinguished gentleman would need a secretary.”

Yes! “I can type. Want me to apply?”

The inspector handed her another piece of paper. “This is from a previous applicant for the position.”

Again, Marie read aloud, trying not to rush through it as her excitement mounted. “‘Complainant states that at the time and place of occurrence, she responded to an advertisement in the Herald Tribune in the ‘Help Wanted: Women’ section. Asked by the above-listed suspect if she spoke Spanish, she responded that she did not. Complainant states that suspect then . . . free trip to Mexico . . . learn to speak Mexican . . . attempted to disrobe.’ What’s ‘flamingo dancing’?”

“‘Flamenco.’ It’s Spanish.”

“I speak Spanish.”

“My suspicion is that Mr. Todd has no interest in your abilities.”

Marie nearly crowed, “So, I finally made it to the Degenerate Squad!”

“I prefer ‘Special Assignments,’” the inspector replied, somewhat curtly. “I don’t find the assault of women particularly amusing myself.”

“Sorry, Inspector. I hate all the jokes. ‘Do you have to be a degenerate to join?’”

The inspector nodded. “With twenty-five thousand policemen here, you’d expect a better joke now and then.”

“Are you sure you want me? A lot of the girls talk about how they never get the chance—”

“I’ve sent three already. One said Mr. Todd had a toothache when she called on him, another said he wasn’t home. The third told me that he apparently didn’t care for redheads. If you don’t succeed, I’ll send someone else. Do you want to try?”

“Yes!”

“I don’t want you to take any unnecessary risks. The woman in the complaint seems to have made her escape easily enough, but you never know. If Mr. Todd crosses the line, get out of there at once. We’ll swear out a complaint with the district attorney and go back for him with patrolmen.”

“Got it.”

“Just be yourself, as much as you can. The best undercovers stick with one big lie instead of a lot of little ones. I can have you sit down with one of the more experienced policewomen if you—”

“I’m ready to go now.”

The inspector didn’t stop smiling when she noticed the coffee stain on Marie’s glove; instead, she took a fresh pair from her purse and handed them over.

“Welcome to the Degenerate Squad. All the more reason to never appear as anything less than a perfect lady.”

MARIE LEFT FOR uptown feeling lucky as a found penny. So what if she was just bait on a hook, a Gal Friday sent for a pickup on Perverts’ Row? The confidence shown her was thrilling and steadying at once. The June afternoon was balmy and breezy. Soon enough, the city-summer heat would be upon them with its jailhouse ferocity, and the asphalt would sweat even though the hydrants were open, and the switchblades would glint like fireflies. Not yet: now, Central Park was as sweetly green as Eden. She was with a borrowed partner, in a borrowed car, but she was on her own in the big game, playing for keeps.

Adele was one of the three girls from the inspector’s office, a still-cheery veteran of ten years, big-boned as a farm girl, with a wide, oval face. It had been arranged, somewhat laboriously, for them to take an Oldsmobile from the Detective Bureau motor pool for the afternoon. On the drive uptown, Marie learned that Adele was a widowed mother of three from Bensonhurst who would be forty-one years of age next September 12; that her favorite movie star was Lana Turner; and that she assumed Marie was an old hand at these undercover capers. She’d seen Marie’s picture in the papers but had obviously forgotten that “Two Cops in Every Family?” was taken in the academy. Famous was famous, wasn’t it? Marie resolved not to lie but decided it might jinx things to set her straight.

They were three blocks away from Mr. Todd’s apartment when Marie asked Adele to pull over. The car was unmarked, and there wasn’t anything coppish about either of them, though Adele was in uniform. Marie had heard stories of men arrested by policewomen who didn’t believe they were real cops, even after the judge rapped his gavel and sent them to jail. Yes, really! No, it’s not a practical joke! You’re not on “Candid Camera”! But real undercovers were on constant guard against any odor of officialdom, and Marie decided that the habit of vigilance was worth cultivating, whether or not it proved necessary.

“This is good. I’ll walk the rest of the way.”

“You don’t want me to come with you? Wait outside the door, in case he gets fresh?”

“No, Adele, it’s a doorman building,” she said. It wouldn’t much matter if Adele was on the other side of the door, or across town. Marie would be on her own, and she didn’t mind that, either. “The creep we’re after could be paying the guy to keep an eye out. Besides, you’re in uniform. What’d he think if he saw you?”

“He’d think I was in the Salvation Army.”

Marie laughed, tugging at her gloves as if they were boxing mitts. “Gimme an hour with the schmuck. If I’m not out by then, knock the door down. I’ll either be chloroformed or in love. Maybe both. If he tries something fresh, I’ll slap him into next Sunday.”

Adele let out an Ouf! as if she’d been walloped in the solar plexus. “Wow! I wouldn’t want to get on your bad side!”

Marie was afraid she’d laid it on too thick, so the reaction satisfied her more than she could say, but her job wasn’t to fool Adele, or even herself—mostly—but Mr. Todd. And he wasn’t looking to hire a bodyguard or a bouncer. He was after someone young and soft, dumb and scared and eager. It was the part of an ingénue, which wasn’t a stretch for her. “Just be yourself, as much as you can,” the inspector had said. Marie had known better than to ask, Which me?

“Oh, honey!” Adele went on. “I wish I had your guts. Sometimes, when it’s a slow day in the office, I think about it. Could I do it? I mean, I’m not a rookie—I don’t hand over the whole roll of toilet paper, when a perp asks for it in the cells. But you? I guess it’s why you’re good at this stuff. Pretending you’re not afraid. Or maybe not pretending! What if this miscreant says, ‘Didn’t I read about you in the papers a while back?’ I’d turn tail and scram. You, I bet you just say something like, ‘Jeez, was she pretty?’ Or maybe, ‘Nah, I just got one of those faces.’ What I’d like is to see you do it, just once.”

“Well, maybe next time, you’ll come with me.”

Marie felt small and guilty for allowing Adele to go on with her hop-head-high opinions of her gifts, but the pep talk steadied her. Besides, wasn’t feeling guilty and small getting into character? Adele didn’t seem to notice. “Are you kidding? Not today, not tomorrow, not ever, not even if they offered to promote me to Mrs. Police Commissioner Kennedy. I get such stage fright, I don’t even sing in the shower.

“Anyways,” Adele went on idly, “Everything happens for a reason. God took my Harold from me with the appendicitis, but my sons are healthy. My sister has a little girl, a cripple from polio, and a boy who’s a Mongoloid.”

“Sorry,” said Marie, unsure if she was expected to agree. People did all kinds of funny arithmetic like that with their lives, working back from the sum to find the factors and terms. Sorry? Marie didn’t know what to say, or how to say it. And it wasn’t just that what Adele had said was strong stuff for small talk. For a moment, she wished the inspector had ordered an old pro like Peg Disco or Claire Faulhaber to drive her to Mr. Todd’s, but that would have been a mistake: she’d have a million questions, and she’d have arrived with a head abuzz with half-remembered tips. The majority of policewomen worked as matrons, where they were solitary by design—one per precinct, per shift, as necessary—the only females on the premises not behind bars without a mop in their hands. Most of the rest worked with kids, in the Juvenile Aid Bureau. Marie and Adele were strangers to the task, to each other. It would have felt impolite, or unlucky, to ask real questions so late in the game. And then Adele asked one. ”Do you hafta come up with a different alibi, each time?“

That was a cop word: alibi. The definition of the term escaped Marie at the moment, but she played cool. “How do you mean?”

“Not that I have to tell you, but nobody uses their own name. Not that anybody really believes we’re cops, but you can’t be too careful.”

“Oh, you mean alias!”

Adele laughed, apologizing. But Marie hadn’t thought of an alias, an alibi, or anything else, and when she touched her heart in relief, she felt her shield on her lapel. Whoops! She unpinned it and dropped it into her purse before she got out of the car. Adele honked the horn and held both hands up to show doubly crossed fingers, and Marie smiled, gave her the thumbs-up, like the fighter pilot to the bombardier in a war movie: Bombs away!

On the walk over to the apartment building, she almost lost her nerve. Three blocks! There was no need for her to park so far away. She was sweating as she fretted, and she almost walked into traffic—Watch where you’re going, lady!—as she tried to guess the likelihood of Mr. Todd having a thing for sweaty, fretful girls. Why had she tried to show off so hard for Adele? The thumbs-up, like she was picking off Luftwaffen from her Spitfire or whatever. And then she started laughing. She wasn’t the pilot, or even the bombardier. She was the bomb.

IN THE LOBBY, the doorman rose to attention, smoothing his lapels before offering a curt bow. He was a wheezing old doughball in threadbare crimson livery, and his accent had a Continental vagueness, more sad than sophisticated, like one of the two-line parts in Casablanca. “How may I be of service on this lovely afternoon?”

Marie was ready with her alias, at least: “My name is Miss Melchionne, I have an appointment with Mr. Todd in apartment 4A.”

The mask of old-world courtesy vanished, and the doorman gave her a pitying look. Marie knew then that Mr. Todd was a keeper. The wily leer she’d anticipated from the doorman was dutifully supplied by the elevator boy when he took her to her floor. “I’m off at four,” he said, winking and tipping his cap as he opened the brass cage.

At the apartment door, Marie pulled a compact mirror from her purse to check her face, telling herself that it wasn’t conceit but craftsmanship that prompted the inspection. She mouthed the line that got her here: “Careful, big fella! It’s not rush hour!” Yes? She saw a naive young woman, a striver from off-the-boat stock, desperate to impress. Yes? Nearly there, but her dark eyes might widen a bit: Golly! She practiced the pose and then put the mirror back in her purse with the cuffs, blackjack, and .32 revolver with the two-inch barrel. Her shield, too, which she’d never heard anyone call a “potsie,” despite what the girl detective said on Decoy.

As Marie was about to knock, she saw that her engagement ring was poking up through the inspector’s glove. She yanked it off and slipped the jewelry into her purse. It made her feel wanton. What a wild woman I am! She took a minute to let the giggles pass; this was serious business, wasn’t it? Knock, knock.

When the door opened, she was greeted by a towheaded, bullish man of indeterminate middle age in a dark gray suit of worsted wool and a slightly daring violet tie. He sweated as if he’d just moved a piano and intoned his lines with wolfish welcome. “Well, well, well. Look at you.”

“Mr. Todd?”

“And you must be—“

“Lana Melchionne.”

“Where have I seen you before, Lana?” he asked, with a canny, cautious note that rattled her.

“I guess I just got one of those faces,” she said, blushing. She’d have to thank Adele for that, later on.

“Melchionne. That’s Italian, isn’t it? You don’t have any relatives who carry violin cases without violins, do you? You know what I mean, right?” In case she hadn’t, he mimed shooting a machine gun—Rat-a-tat-tat! Marie shook her head. She had to win this one.

“Huh,” he said. “And what brings you to my doorstep today? Are you selling Girl Scout cookies? I wouldn’t mind a bite of something sweet.”

“Well, no, Mister, I came here for the job. I called, but nobody answered. I guess that’s why you need a secretary. I can type, and I can do shorthand, and I—”

“Ah, a career girl. How did you hear about me?”

Marie hesitated, and then a batty, breathy rush of bona fides came out of her mouth: “You remember my friend Adele, she was here a while back? She said you had this unbelievable high-class opportunity, going to Mexico, learning to talk Mexican, only her mother wouldn’t let her go, on account of her having a dream somebody died, and her sister’s boyfriend got hit by a bus the next day. He’s okay, though, just broke his collarbone—”

“Enough! Come on in. We’ll have a little chat and figure out what position might suit you.”

Where had that come from? No matter—the blather had the intended sedative effect, and Mr. Todd asked for no further references. His head turned away before his body did, and his movements had a strained, stuck-in-gear quality, as if he were a machine operated by someone who hadn’t read the instructions. Marie followed him down a long, dimly lit hall until he stopped and turned, this time his body leading his head.

“The Mexican position has been filled,” he said. He regarded her legs for a moment before asking, “Do you have even the most elementary familiarity with horsemanship?”

“I was on a pony once.”

“Lucky beast,” he muttered. “Well, then, at least there will be no bad habits to unlearn. And I believe I have jodhpurs in your size.”

The hallway opened up into a spacious room, largely bare, except for a plaid couch covered with a dingy white sheet, surrounded by an array of lights and screens on tripods. Todd took a seat at a handsome mahogany desk, just beside the entry, and directed her to the straight-backed wooden chair in front of it. His desk had stacks of papers, an open accounting ledger, and an adding machine, but the image of professional respectability was marred by a set of novelty-shop teeth, the kind that chattered when you wound them up. She’d taken him to be one of the numberless freelance gropers in the city, with his “Help Wanted” ad a bait-and-switch that should have been listed in the “Lonely Hearts” section. The photo gear made it likely that Todd Enterprises might actually provide job opportunities, though not the kind a legitimate newspaper would advertise. For now, Marie would maintain her Golly! face. She couldn’t make an arrest on the basis of the décor, even when she noticed the leather cords that dangled from each corner of the back of her chair. “What sort of business are you in, Mr. Todd?”

“Well, young lady, we are an employment agency, and we are partners and advisers with a variety of different organizations in a variety of fields.”

“That sounds wonderful. My father was in kerosene. He delivered it, but I helped. I can tell you, when they say you shorted ’em, you gotta check the lines, because it’s usually a leak—”

“No, young lady,” Todd interrupted, rubbing his hands as if the subject had dirtied them. “Educational programs, import-export, film production, chiefly in physical fitness and the modern arts. Can I be frank with you, Miss . . .”

Miss . . . Not-Marie. Her alias escaped her, and she had no alibi.

“Yes, Mr. Todd, please do.”

She took out her notebook, as if she’d treasure his every word. She wrote, Lana, Lana, Lana. Melchionne, Melchionne, Melchionne.

Mr. Todd nodded in approval. “What I do—what we do here—is to understand the girl, and then we find the appropriate position for her. We want girls who are open to new ideas and experiences, girls with a certain savoir faire—”

Mr. Todd was interrupted by three ladies who burst out from a back room, brashly laughing. Each was wrapped tightly in a mock-mink coat, knee-length, and they carried themselves with a burlesque air, as if they were nude aside from their shminks and high heels.

“Chin-chin, Toddy!”

“Bon-swaa!”

“Ta-ta! We’ll stop by the kitchen for a quick pick-me-up. Is there—coffee?”

Marie was startled by their sudden arrival, and then she had to labor to contain her anger. They were certainly Todd girls, as per the announced requisites of athleticism, shamelessness, and foreign-lingo goodbyes, but they were also—all three of them—redheads: one ginger-blond, one chestnut, and the third flaming, nearly fire-engine red. The last undercover sent in by Mrs. M. had been wrong: redheads were very much a Todd type. Marie was now doubly determined to make the arrest, to show that it could be done.

“Yes—the coffee is fresh. Help yourselves.”

Mr. Todd beamed at them and waved them on. His smile faded as the women left, and he returned his gaze to Marie. He shook his head. “No.”

Before Marie could ask what he meant, two pinched little men with briefcases scurried from the same hall from which the redheads had come, their fedoras pulled low over their brows, like mourners at a Mafia funeral. Their departure occasioned no remark from Todd, nor did they acknowledge him. The three redheads followed soon after, laughing even more loudly as they went. They hadn’t been away for more than a minute, Marie guessed: they must have gulped down their coffee. The men were a greater confusion to her. Was this a brothel, or a photographic studio for French postcards? Were the men accountants for Todd Enterprises, or something else? And speaking of accounting, the numerical mismatch between females and males baffled her. Three-of-a-kind, and a pair. Had someone been left out?

Marie didn’t know anything about the sex trade. When her father saw a woman who went heavy on the eye shadow, he’d mutter that she was a putan’, but Marie had first seen a real-life prostitute only months before, on matron duty. She was shocked by the woman’s plainness—she could have been cafeteria lunch lady—and then embarrassed by her naïveté. Marie didn’t really know much about sex at all. She’d been a wife for five years, a policewoman for less than one, but her experience in both fields was narrow. She was a tourist in Gomorrah, without a guide or a map. All she knew was that she had to keep going, and she couldn’t look back.

Mr. Todd continued to stare at her, pulling on his lower lip. He flared his nostrils, as if to take in her scent. Leaning forward, he planted his elbows on the desk, squinting, and then he eased back into his seat. He smiled, and then he stopped smiling. He repeated his earlier verdict: “No.”

Was it over already? Marie stood to leave, but he held a hand up to stop her. And then he held up the other hand, drawing them together, palms out, thumbs extended, as if to see her face in a frame. When he moved the frame to the side, Marie reflexively followed. As he panned slowly to the right, she tilted in her seat. When he made a quick cut to the left, she leapt from her chair, knocking it over, to keep her face in the shot. She felt she had to follow, wherever it went. Todd shouted, “Yes!” As he moved his imaginary camera around the room, Marie chased it like a kitten after the beam of a flashlight. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

He shook his hands loose, cracking his knuckles and examining his fingers, as if to check that the equipment remained in good condition. “Please sit, Miss . . .?”

“Melchionne,” she replied brightly, picking up the chair.

“Yes, of course. Italian, is it? Oh, right. Sit. What I said ‘No’ to, earlier, was the idea of you in a behind-the-scenes position. Memoranda, correspondence, filing. I know as well as any executive that such mundane affairs must be tended to with efficiency. Still, I don’t see you as a mere paper shuffler. Do you agree?”

“Yes, Mr. Todd, thank you, I do.”

“Good. Why be a drone, when you can be the queen bee? And I do see you as a queen.”

“I want to make the most of myself, to go as far as a girl can go,” Marie said, flushing slightly. She knew how he’d twist her reply in his mind, but the flattery still flattered. She wasn’t used to compliments.

“You’ll find that I’m a very direct man, young lady. Very direct indeed. Does that present a problem for you?”

“No, not at all.”

“Very well. Are you ready to proceed with the interview?”

“Yes, please.”

“Naturally, all the heavy lifting, brain-wise, will be my department. Who would want to ruin that pretty face? Still, I can see you have more to offer than meets the eye. Very well, then. We’ll start with the psychological tests. Are you ‘inner directed’ or ‘other directed’?”

“What?”

“Very quickly, just answer. First thing that pops into your head. As I said, this is psychology. ‘Inner’ or ‘Other’?”

“Uh, the second.”

“That remains to be seen.”

“Well, I—”

“Never mind. It’s too late to change. If you could be an animal, what kind of animal would you be?”

The first animal that leapt to mind was Mr. Todd, with his sweaty paws. She wondered if she should flirt a bit, but then she decided against it. A defense lawyer would claim she was leading him on. She’d play it straight, as an ambitious young girl who was falling for his hustle about the high life. What kind of animal would that girl pick, to show her initiative and drive? “Oh, I know! A beaver.”

The answer pleased Mr. Todd enormously. “I’ll bet you would. You’d be a busy little beaver, wouldn’t you? Do you know who sat in that very same chair, ten years ago, and gave the very same answer?”

“No, who?”

“Grace Kelly.”

“No!”

“Yes. Princess Grace Kelly. Still, she’ll always be just little Gracie to me. Ah well. I’d say you were a B-cup, yes?”

“Excuse me?”

“Vital statistics. Never mind your measurements, I’ll take them later on. Your height and weight?”

“Uh, five-foot one, one hundred and ten pounds.”

“I could just put you in my pocket right now. Date of birth?”

“September 5, 1938.”

Marie had credited herself with an extra decade of youth. It was a bolder claim than it needed to be, but she knew that if Todd believed her, it would boost her self-assurance.

“Twenty. And a Leo! Very intriguing. Blood type?”

“O positive.”

Mr. Todd sighed. “So common! It can’t be helped. Am I correct in supposing that you think I might be interested in your qualifications?”

Marie knew the question was a trap, and that it was her duty to step into it. She was more cheered by passing for twenty than she was shamed by her common blood. And she hadn’t known that Lana was a Leo, but she supposed that it made her brave as a lion. “Why yes, Mr. Todd, even though you’ve been talking about much more interesting opportunities, I do have typing and—“

Todd stood up and pounded his fists on the desk. “No!”

Marie shrank into her seat. When she clutched the back of the chair, she felt the leather cords, and then she let them go. The room shook from his pounding, and spittle lashed from his lips. Sweat streamed down his cheeks. “No-No-No-No-NO! Nothing you have done before matters! Nothing! You are nothing!”

Todd was putting on a show, but Marie was frightened by the real rage in his voice, the disdain in his eyes. Todd was Oz, the Great and Powerful, and Marie was Dorothy, come begging at his doorstep for his magic. Not Marie. Lana Melchionne.

“You are nothing,” he went on, softening, as if in sorrow, before shifting again to a tone of consoling benevolence. “But with me, you can be anything. The possibilities are limitless! Come now, let’s get you over to the couch. Let’s see how you look in the light.”

Marie tensed as she rose, clutching her purse. The attack was impending. She could smell it like spring in the air. It was what she’d come for, wasn’t it? Better to have a trained officer here in Todd’s lair, instead of some true naïf. But Marie hadn’t done anything like this before. She saw Todd remove his jacket and place it over his chair. He loosened his tie. Yes, showtime was approaching. She tightened her gloves. Let him try something fresh, I’ll slap him into next Sunday! She knew herself better than Adele did. Had an hour passed yet? No, not nearly. She hoped Adele’s watch was fast. Marie and Todd were reading from different scripts. He thought he’d seduced her, and he wasn’t wrong—her fear of failure outweighed her fear of assault. Just barely, for now.

Todd directed her to the near side of the couch, beside the arm. He’d try to pin her in the corner, she supposed. She sat down and unclasped her purse to take out her compact. Her hands were shaking, and she made only a cursory effort to powder her cheeks. She wanted the purse open, if any of its arsenal became necessary—If! As if it would be “if,” and not “when”—and she placed it on the floor, by her feet. She would have preferred to have it beside her, but she didn’t want to risk him moving it out of reach. She looked up to see the gray stains of his armpits as he fidgeted with a tripod. And then she couldn’t see anything.

The blazing whiteness hit her like an avalanche. The light felt as if it had force and weight, knocking her back before she could shield her eyes. When the second light was trained on her, the blow was less, but she still hadn’t recovered from the first. She placed her feet on either side of her purse. When Todd laughed, it sounded like he was moving around. She couldn’t see him. She imagined an ant beneath the magnifying glass of a cruel child. She put her hands out like parasols in front of one eye, the other. She had to try to spot him, to know where he was, even with her shocked retinas. She was relieved when he spoke, though his voice was raucous: “Glorious! Just—glorious! How does it feel to be famous?”

Marie tried to smile but couldn’t.

“Miss—I think we’re past the formalities, aren’t we? What is your name?”

“Lana. Lana Melchionne.”

“Lana, your face was made for the camera, you pretty little liar.”

Marie opened her eyes, despite how the light hurt. She couldn’t let the remark pass unchallenged. “What did you say?”

When she didn’t see him, she looked down again, raising a hand to her brow. And then she felt his hands on her shoulders. Her muscles clenched at his touch, but he kept on pressing down. She thought of the arcade game where a crane-claw nips a random prize from a pile. She tried to wriggle from his grasp. “Relax.”

“If you think you can call me a liar—”

“Relax. Relax your body, and relax your mind. Don’t be upset, don’t take offense, but your name isn’t Lana. No one’s name is. Not even Lana Turner is really named Lana. Her real name is Mildred. Mildred! Spoils things, doesn’t it? A pretty girl says her name is Mildred, it’s like she smiles and she’s missing teeth. ‘Lana?’ That’s all Hollywood. And Hollywood starts here. Anybody can be anybody. That’s the American dream. And I’ll call you whatever you want, until I think of a better name. Do you really believe in yourself, Lana? Do you believe in this country?”

Marie lowered her hands and closed her eyes. She hadn’t known that Lana Turner was an alias, or whatever they called it in show business—a stage name? She was highly doubtful that Grace Kelly had parked her royal rump in the chair across the room on her way to the throne of Monaco. But she was certain that if she didn’t put Mr. Todd in handcuffs, very soon, she’d regret it, and not just at work.

“Yes, I do, Mr. Todd.”

“I’m glad, Lana. Relax. I learned this technique in Shanghai. They have no inhibitions in the Far East, none of our ridiculous notions of shame. Let yourself go.”

Todd seemed to be talking to himself. He began to sway behind her, and his touch lightened on her shoulders, becoming less pinchy, more of a soft kneading with his palms. It was less painful, but far from pleasant. The lights blazed in her face. Even with her eyes closed, she saw a haze of red through her lids, like blood in water. As Todd rocked back and forth, she felt the fabric of the couch pull with the movement of his hips. “Every girl who comes here, Lana, they want something.”

Marie didn’t think he expected an answer. Not the obvious one: a job. She wished she were somewhere else. Anywhere. Even Shanghai. She wondered if any girls had accepted his offers of foreign travel, and shuddered at the thought. If any found their way to Mexico, they weren’t teaching men how to dance.

“Every girl who comes here, Lana, they want something from me. Every girl tries to show me something, to trade for what I can give.”

Her nose itched. Would it be rude to scratch it? She didn’t care. When she raised her hand to her face, his hands left her shoulders for a moment. She leaned forward and the hands returned, holding her more firmly.

“Some girls show me a little leg, some a little cleavage. Hmm, that’s nice.”

When his hands began to slip lower down her chest, she pushed them back. His body changed its rocking motion from side to side, to front to back. What was he doing? “One less button on a blouse, and you can see a whole new world. Yes . . .”

No, Marie knew what he was doing. She froze. She thought of what the inspector might say, if she didn’t make this collar. No, that was stupid—she wouldn’t say anything aside from, “Good try, Marie!” And then she imagined how St. Theresa would react to the sight of Mr. Todd humping the furniture behind her. No, she wouldn’t think about that. She tried to think of what she could possibly charge him with. She could hear the cross-examination from the expensive defense lawyer: What did you actually observe, Officer? But Marie couldn’t turn around. She couldn’t look back. She couldn’t speak, and she couldn’t bear to listen.

“Not you, though. You’re different, honey. Whatever your name is. You came in here with your imagination showing. Yes, you did, yes . . .”

Marie tried to push him away, and he seized her left hand, twisting it as he lifted her up from the couch. He had a grip like a blacksmith, and she knew her wrist would be black and blue tomorrow. An assault, that was. Unlawful imprisonment, too. Now she had misdemeanors! It took an enormous expense of willpower to see the upside of the situation. When she rose, she saw that his trousers were around his ankles, obliging him to waddle around to the front of the couch.

“Tell me, who you are, Lana! You can be anyone! Let your imagination run wild—you can be a geisha, a slave in the harem!”

At least he’s giving me choices, Marie thought. The little joke gave her courage, and her head cleared. “I gotcha, Mr. Todd, but one thing I don’t wanna be is pregnant. Let me just get to my purse, for my pessary—”

“Hurry up! Now, what are you? Be a princess, a cruel pirate queen!”

Todd still held her as she knelt, reaching into her purse with her free hand. She found her shield first, but she didn’t think it would matter if she showed it. Hairbrush, compact, gun—no, no, and no. Finally, she found her blackjack, and she found her voice. “Get off me! Let go! I’m a policewoman! I’m the police!”

“That’s what I want to hear! Yes! Yes! Yes!”

“You’re under arrest!”

“Yes!”

Todd yanked her back up, and Marie lurched to comply, knowing that her wrist would break if she didn’t. The soft heft of the leather-wrapped lead truncheon was repulsively similar to what she tried not to feel pressed against her. Todd seized a handful of her hair, pulling her face close. He loomed over her, staring down. When he pressed his mouth against hers, she was almost shocked that there was no liquor on his breath. His eyes were clear, if crazed, high only from his dog-in-heat desire. She pushed him away and brought down the blackjack on the front of his head, at the hairline. It felt like she’d kicked a curb. Mr. Todd frowned, and then he gazed at her with a quizzical expression. “That’s maybe a little too much.”

A single droplet of blood trickled down the center of his forehead, leaving a jagged trail behind. Its path zigzagged, as if it cutting through traffic. Mr. Todd’s eyes crossed as he tried to see it. And then he laid his hand on her breast. She struck him again, on the side of the head. The blackjack landed with a damp slap, an almost gentle sound. He tilted forward like a building on a bad foundation before crumpling over on top of her, trapping her on the couch.

She squirmed out from beneath him, desperate to catch her breath. When Todd began to stir, she retrieved her handcuffs from the purse. He nearly woke up before they were fastened, and his once-wandering hands looked like little trapped crabs now that they were pinned behind his back, just above the pink expanse of his buttocks. She took the badge from the purse and fixed it to her lapel, and then she took out her gun, so he could see it when he awoke. It took some minutes of piggy blinking for him to realize his quandary. He managed to sit up. He glared at her and hissed, “You . . . impostor!”

Marie broke out in helpless giggles. He’d been lied to, of all things. Did this mean that she didn’t get the job? The laughter incensed him, and he stood up to charge. Another wallop with the blackjack made his knees buckle, and he sank to the floor. She wished he’d get up again, so she could put another dent in his cranium. But he didn’t move, even when she prodded his flank with her shoe. No, he was done for the day. Unlike Marie, who had hours of typing to tend to—all the clerical drudgery Mr. Todd promised she’d be spared, if she took refuge under his wing. She had a long night ahead of her, but she’d gotten what she came for: an arrest, her first. Whether she needed a hundred more, or a thousand, she was that much closer to her gold shield. And she could go back to being herself again, at least for a while.

WHEN MARIE CALLED headquarters to relate the results of her encounter, the reaction was not what she anticipated. The inspector seemed disturbed. “Are you all right? Do you need to go to the hospital?”

“No. Why? I’m fine. Really, it went down without a hitch. I never had any doubt. Anyway, Mr. Todd of Todd Enterprises is cuffed on the floor, with a couple of lumps on the head. Someone needs to put his pants back on, but—“

“Oh, dear. My poor dear Marie!”

There was pain in the inspector’s voice, a note of nearly funereal condolence. Marie was still charged with adrenaline, but she’d won the fight. Hadn’t she? Maybe she was still a little light-headed, but she wasn’t the one who was facedown on the carpet, manacled, dozing, and drooling. The star pupil of Inspector Melchionne’s Academy for Proper Young Lady Investigators had infiltrated Grabbyhands International and shut it down. She was bruised, and she was disgusted by the intimacy of the contact. But she wouldn’t cry herself to sleep over it, or wake up screaming. A shower and a cup of coffee were what she needed, or maybe a little vin santo; not a sedative.

“I’m okay, Mrs. M., I really am. I wish we had a felony for all the aggravation he put me through. But we have the misdemeanor assault to charge him with, and Indecent Exposure, and Sexual Abuse in the Third Degree, right? Isn’t that ‘contact between,’ um, male parts and the female body?”

“Let me think, my dear.”

Male parts. The euphemism made Marie feel childish. And the inspector did not lack familiarity with the New York State Penal Code. Had Marie done anything wrong? She hadn’t been ashamed, but she was starting to feel that she should be. “Inspector, I don’t—”

“Indeed you didn’t, Marie. I commend you, I truly do. I want my girls to have every opportunity that the men have. The case I make, within the department and without, that anyone even pretends to listen to is that women have certain talents—for conciliation, for communication—that many men lack. We are complementary. Husbands and wives within the police family, so to speak. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“But if we insist on every one of their rights, we have to accept their risks. And it’s not as if we accept it, when policemen are attacked or killed. But we recognize it as a possibility, part of the honor of service. Do you agree?”

“Yes.”

“But for a policewoman to be raped, or nearly raped, in the line of duty . . .”

The inspector didn’t finish her sentence. Marie stopped thinking when she heard the word “rape.” Had his male parts gone into her female parts, that’s what it would have been. Why was she worrying about being impolite?

“What’s even worse, my dear, is that—God forbid—had Mr. Todd succeeded, the District Attorney would not prosecute. They only proceed with a handful of cases a year. Had you seen him steal a dollar from your purse, your word would have been sufficient to charge him. But there are corroboration requirements for rape. Your injuries are . . . how shall I say it? They are inadequate to prove resistance. It would be argued that you didn’t fight hard enough for your virtue.”

Marie was aghast. “But what if he put a gun to my head? Or if I thought he had? I couldn’t see him the whole time. I’m supposed to take a chance, he blows my brains out?”

“The District Attorney would inform me that he doesn’t write the laws. It would not be a long conversation. And so you see why I need to think, Marie. What your husband would say, how he’d react, I’ll leave for you to consider.”

Marie flinched at the mention of Sid. The inspector went on, “You will be in the newspapers tomorrow, dear. And the article will go up on the office wall.”

“Oh!”

“I could have managed the press if you killed him. Made something of it, even. But think of the editorials if this had gone badly. They’d argue that women mustn’t be allowed to do anything more dangerous than operating a switchboard. Do you see my dilemma?”

“I do, but didn’t you also say that what we do in the Policewomen’s Bureau is a story that needs to be told?”

“Yes, but—not all of it,” Mrs. M. replied, hesitating. “Not quite yet. In the early days, if a patrolman arrested a female, he’d summon his wife from home to search her. Or the duty fell to the station-house charwoman. It took the rape of a teenager by a policeman to prompt the state legislature to order the hiring of matrons. The department nonetheless refused to do so for several years. Moving forward is not the only option for us, I’m afraid.”

There was much for Marie to take in. The future of policewomen, plus her marriage. She hadn’t thought that her story could be reshaped, or that the script would require approval. Because Todd was in cuffs now, she hadn’t dwelled on how close she’d come to being raped. Without her blackjack, she couldn’t have fought him off. She’d gamely risked her safety, but she could never gamble with her reputation. If that were lost, it would be gone forever, like virginity. No, Marie wouldn’t tell Sid what had happened today. Not even if she were under oath. Now that she thought about it, there were other potential consequences.

“Mrs. M., he exposed himself, and he hurt my wrist. We have two charges there. It isn’t a lie to not mention what happened after. If this goes to trial, though, I’m not going to lie to say that nothing else did. They could lock me up for perjury. That’s worse than anything this cafone is up against.”

“I would never ask you to lie, Marie.”

“I’ve been lying since I walked through the door,” Marie replied, without thinking. Had she really said that? And had she already started calling her Mrs. M.? “I’m sorry, Inspector, but it doesn’t make sense—”

“You’re right, Marie, it doesn’t make sense. But it might make a difference, if we tell the story the right way.” The inspector paused for a moment. “Welcome to the New York City Police Department.”

“Am I?”

“No, not really. But I wouldn’t let it stop you.”

A low gurgle was followed by a pealing high note, like the call of an exotic bird. Marie had never heard the inspector laugh before. That made her feel a little better, and a little better would have to do for now. “Okay, boss, I gotcha.”

After hanging up the phone, Marie called the precinct for a patrol car. She was tired, but she didn’t want to sit down on the couch. She didn’t even want her shoes to touch the floor. But she needed a cup of coffee—vin santo would have to wait—or she was afraid she’d pass out. Todd wasn’t going anywhere, so Marie went to see what refreshment could be found. It was a galley kitchen, a narrow aisle of yellowing linoleum and elderly appliances. There was no percolator, no pot on the stove, or even cups in the sink. Had the redheads washed them? Marie put on the kettle and found a jar of instant coffee in the cupboard. She poured a generous dose of sugar from a container into the mug. On the counter was a little dish of plastic stirrers—No, they were straws—and she took one to give the coffee a few swirls. But she’d barely taken a sip before she spat it out. It was awful.

Had she just salted her coffee? Was this one of Mr. Todd’s juvenile pranks, like the wind-up teeth on his desk? There must have been eight ounces of whatever-it-was in the glass container, the type they had in luncheonettes. She spilled a spoonful into her hand to examine. The white powder was fine as talc, not the distinct grains of sugar or salt; when she tasted it, it had an acrid flavor, astringent on her tongue. Didn’t those joke shops sell a chemical that turned teeth black? If she showed up at the precinct looking like a hillbilly, she’d make Todd pay dearly for it. She unscrewed the metal top and dumped the powder down the sink.

Nonetheless, she felt revived, and she set out to investigate the premises. Down the hall from where the redheads had emerged, she found a bedroom with bare white walls and a queen-sized bed, the sheets and blankets tossed and tangled. Nightclothes and other garments she couldn’t quite place—sheer things, lacy things, leather things—were tossed about, and there were more tripods, more screens. Marie didn’t know what to do. She tried to think what Mrs. M. would advise, but instead Mama’s voice resounded in her mind: Che schifo! Pulisci questo posto subito! Six months’ training in the Police Academy was nothing next to thirty years with Mama. Unable to resist, Marie straightened the clothes and made the bed.

When she looked at the next room, she could hear Mama scream, and then fall silent. Marie couldn’t describe what she saw. There were pictures, hundreds of them. Of women, sometimes in sheer or lacy or leather things, sometimes without anything at all. Sometimes they were alone, sometimes with men, and sometimes—No. Marie went to the kitchen for the garbage can. She gathered up all the postcards and photographs, the negatives, contact sheets, and film canisters, and dragged them into the hall to dump down the incinerator chute. It took several trips before all of it was gone.

She’d just finished her housekeeping when she heard a clamorous banging. At last! It was Adele with two patrolmen, and she burst in ahead of them when Marie opened the door. Profusions of sympathy and umbrage poured forth: “My God, are you all right? Let me look at you! Marie, you’re a mess! Did he try to get fresh? He did, didn’t he! Let me at that crumb-bum, and—believe you me, I’ll give him a piece of my mind!”

Adele locked arms with her and marched her down the hall. It was a little much. The girlish abundance of emotion made her self-conscious. Was she really a mess? She hadn’t looked in a mirror yet. Was it her teeth? No, Adele would have mentioned her teeth. Once they arrived in the parlor, Adele gasped again, taking in the vastness of the room—Wow! It’s like a palace!—and then the ass-in-the-air tenant, who remained on the floor with his crumpled pants a wreath around his ankles: Uggh! Marie glanced back to see the two men regard each other with exaggerated restraint, as if they were put-upon television husbands dragged into another misadventure by madcap wives.

Adele leaned over Todd’s prone form and slapped him. “Listen, buster, I don’t know who raised you, but she didn’t raise you right. That’s not how you treat ladies, and it’s not how you deal with police!”

Todd stirred. “Leave me alone!”

“Go head and cry, you big sissy!”

Woeful groans rose as Marie pulled Adele away. The laughter from the patrolmen was braying and broad. The notion of women doing police work must have seemed farfetched to them, but the spectacle of a lady trying her hand at police brutality was adorable—a carnival attraction, like a poodle standing up on two legs.

Marie had laughed, too, but this wasn’t a joke to her, not least because she wasn’t entirely in on it. When she turned to the men, her voice took on a casual gravity. “Thanks for coming, guys. We have our own car, so we’ll meet you at the station house. This guy shouldn’t give you any trouble. I blackjacked him a couple of times. He didn’t have much brains to begin with, so no harm done. Let’s get this show on the road.”

Was that too much, she wondered? Among patrolmen, the girlier girls in the Policewomen’s Bureau were considered useless, but the masculine ones were seen as unnatural. The men stared at her for a moment, fascinated, and then they turned to each other in bafflement. Marie realized that they hadn’t been introduced. “Sorry, I’m Marie. And this is Adele.”

She’d opted against saying “Policewoman Carrara” as too stiff and stuffy, but her informality made it sound like they were on a double date. One of the patrolmen extended his hand. He had a hungry look, and his grin had a belated aspect, as if he’d made it halfway out the door before he remembered to put on his hat. It reminded Marie that she still wasn’t wearing her rings. He asked, “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“You sure? I could swear. . . . Anyway, maybe we could maybe get a drink—”

“Well, I’ve got one of those faces,” Marie replied, quoting Adele for the second time that afternoon. Adele took the hint and charged in: “Well, you just might have seen her before, in the papers. Or maybe you know Marie’s husband, Sid, he’s a patrolman in the Bronx. Know him? He’s a giant of a man, a Golden Gloves heavyweight, but awfully sweet when you get to know him.”

“Let’s get this dope out of here,” the cop said, no longer interested in palaver, now that his prospects for a date had dimmed. He tapped his partner on the shoulder, and they pulled Todd to his feet. He rose unsteadily, as if on roller skates. Marie looked at his blood-streaked pate and wondered how much damage she’d done to his brain.

“I n-n-n-never,” Todd stammered.

“What gives, fella?” asked the second cop, warning in his voice.

“I knew, I knew deep down she wasn’t on the level! I knew all along—”

The first cut him off. “But you didn’t know, did you, jerkoff?” They helped him hoist his trousers and hustled him away.

At the precinct, all of the men’s faces were strange to Marie, and few were friendly. The smallest towered over her, at the department minimum height of 5’8”, and most had been in the military before joining the department. They saw her as a skirt who’d snuck into their locker room. Still, Marie preferred them to the ones who were all too happy to see her.

From floor to ceiling, she couldn’t see a foot of space, a stick of furniture, that wasn’t scuffed, dented, or dirty. Derelicts wailed from the cells. There was a miscellany of pop-eyed stares from random cops as they passed, followed by reliable guffaws, some politely stifled, when they noticed that Todd’s fly was still undone. She supposed that should have been attended to, but she was—most certainly—not the man for the job. What Marie had accomplished that afternoon wasn’t earthshaking. She knew that the press coverage of her escapade would be out of proportion to its significance. But she’d put herself in harm’s way, and it wasn’t a gag or a game.

The lieutenant behind the desk was a white-haired, white-shirted Irishman with eyes like chips of ice. He looked at Marie reprovingly when she told him that the charges were assault and indecent exposure. He inscribed their names in a leather-bound book with a fountain pen and asked, “Is it Mrs. or Miss Carrara?”
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