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“All art is a collaboration”—J.M. Synge’s prefatory comment in The Playboy of the Western World—holds especially true for writers of historical novels and plays, who in large part depend on the kindness of strangers. Chin Music could not have been scripted—yes, I wish to suggest the idea of a collaborative mosaic—without my having before me not only Fitzgerald and Twain, but also a number of other great authors and poets. I am also indebted to history and historians; to librarians, that undervalued fraternity of selfless scholars, like the gentle folk in Saratoga, New York, at the Public Library and the John A. Morris Library; to the anonymous journalists of the period; and to the language and music of the jazz age.


The words that I’ve used and the story I’ve told have been improved in the crucible of criticism, and brought into print, owing to the goodness of friends. Nancy Mann, an invaluable editor and proofreader, enriched the text with her inventive advice, and waded through it several times to remove “the smell of the lamp.” Debbie Korte, copy editor, pointed out numerous ways of improving the prose, asked searching questions that kept me from untold misadventures, and led me to reconceive the time line; Rick Rinehart, of Roberts Rinehart Publishers, had the courage to publish a literary novel, and the Colorado Development Foundation, Inc., the generosity to help allay costs. Most of all, I owe to my incomparable friend Elissa Guralnick a wealth of ideas and the bold advice “to start again, and develop the theft plot,” thus investing the novel with a mystery that it heretofore lacked.


To these people I say: the sins are with me, the virtues with you.





Editor’s Note
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Henrietta Fine, aged ninety, died in 1995. As executor of her estate, I was charged with the responsibility of locating her numerous bank accounts, most under assumed names, owing no doubt to the illicit sources of her money. What I did not expect to find was a safe-deposit box in Boulder, Colorado, that held a book manuscript and several newspaper clippings.


I gather from Miss Fine’s opus that having frequently been in the company of gangsters, she saw—and shamefully contributed to—events some chroniclers of the period overlooked. That she never published her own experiences is quite understandable, given the sensibilities of the age. Even today, I hesitate to bring this book into print because some moralists might find Henrietta’s story shocking.
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A sudden blow. With the great hospital fans beating like a flock of swans and my father caught short by the bill, St. Barnabas Hospital told us they could no longer care for his cancer. Our savings exhausted, Mom asked me to assume the power that naturally befitted my knowledge of the family’s affairs. It was the spring of 1922. As my father lay dying on a gray metal bed, amid the smell of disinfectant and bedpans, a schooner carrying scotch whiskey was leaving the Firth of Forth, headed for the island of St. Pierre off the east coast of Canada, where bootleggers waited to take charge of the shipment. A short time before, in New York City, Adeela Farouk had worn a priceless diamond necklace to a party at the home of Fanny Brice, wife of con man Nicky Arnstein. Although these apparently unrelated events changed the course of my life, I waited decades to disclose them, having been deterred by scandal, and by love.


Everything began to go haywire the day I found a dead bird in the attic. That same afternoon, as Pop lay on the floor, repairing a sewing machine (he was a first-rate mechanic), the wrench kept falling out of his hand. He couldn’t grip it, and if he tried, an electric pain shot from his hand to his shoulder. So he went to see a doctor. Two doctors. Specialists. Tons of them. The sawbones tortured him, extracting his teeth, putting his arm in traction, removing his tonsils, but the numbness persisted. So they injected him with expensive serums, extracted from horses, I think, or was it apricots? Eventually, his neck began swelling and exhibiting all the signs of a tumor, which they tried to burn with salves. In a desperate attempt to stop what they’d at last diagnosed as a cancer, they operated, with no success. The growth, now the size of a grapefruit, was choking him to death. The nurses at St. Barnabas, all of them nuns, could see that Pop was a goner, so they begged the hospital director to let him die there in peace. But not until Mom assured the director that if necessary she’d sell the house to pay all the bills did he agree, then promptly announced that since Pop was dying, only adults would “henceforth” be allowed in his room. At sixteen I didn’t qualify, and was therefore to wait in the main lobby downstairs. When I explained that Mom needed me to translate what the nurses were saying, a nun patted me on the head and replied, “There’s no need for further translation.”


I had my own plan. Pop loved hearing me play the violin. Well, I would give him that chance, with or without the hospital director’s permission. It was Pop, after all, who showed me the right positions for chords and arpeggios after my high-school music teacher had taught me some screwball fingering. And it was Pop who always said that life without music wasn’t worth living. Fritz Kreisler I’m not, but I once played well enough in a city competition to win a free ticket to hear him at Carnegie Hall. Bolting from St. B., I hailed a cab, as I knew Pop would have done. Even though we owned a Wills Sainte Claire costing forty-three hundred dollars, Pop liked to have someone else do the driving.


As the cabby wheeled down High Street, heading for South Orange Avenue, we passed a street hawker bellowing, “Bandannas! Twenty-five cents apiece or three for a dollar!” (you’d be surprised at how many rubes fell for that line), and a street musician playing the violin, while a little girl at his side sang “Look for the Silver Lining.” As the familiar Newark streets whizzed by—Richmond, Norfolk, Newton, Bruce, Morris, Bergen, Camden, Fairmount—I silently wondered whether we could keep our beautiful house safe from the bank. The cab turned right on Littleton Avenue, drove under the canopy of overhanging trees, and pulled up at 117.


The cabby whistled. “Nice place!”


In the sunshine of that sparkling day, the house resembled a Currier and Ives print. Surrounded by a black wrought-iron fence and shaded by gnarled sycamores and ancient oaks, it had gardens on every side and large windows sporting striped canvas awnings bought at the Bob Sommer shop on Springfield Avenue. Telling the cabby to wait, I darted around the side of the house and entered the kitchen, whose white floor tiles, porcelain counters and ice box, and stainless steel cabinets now reminded me of a surgical operating theater. I ran upstairs for my violin. Even though I had my own bedroom—and two goose-down pillows—I much preferred the attic. Finished in knotty pine, it housed my crystal set, my workbench and locksmithing tools, and all my sporting equipment: a dartboard, a mat for tumbling, dumbbells, a crossbar for chinning, a punching bag (Pop and I often went to the fights at the Armory and the Bank Street Arena), and a pool table we’d bought secondhand. I was pretty good with a cue stick—a lot better, I can tell you, than some of the plug uglies down at the local pool hall.


Grabbing my violin case, I remembered that my classmate Beverly Weisbard and I had been playing duets two days before and I’d left my music on the piano. Charging down the stairs, I spotted in the rutted alley the iceman standing next to his horse and wagon, lifting huge cakes of ice onto his burlap-padded shoulder. I opened the back door to let him in and dashed off to the living room.


Twenty feet high and forty feet long, with wood-beam ceilings scrolled in gold, and walls covered with red and green tapestries of turbanned hunters in forest scenes, our living room could have passed for a harem in a silent movie. Grabbing my music, I bounded out the front door and into the taxi. Only now did I notice the crucifix hanging from the rearview mirror on a leather string, together with a small metal casting of a large man supporting a midget on his shoulders. The cabby said the curio came from Sicily, the Cathedral of Monreale, and showed that we stand on the shoulders of those generations and giants who labored before us. I thought by “giants” he meant caesars and saints, but I’ve since improved on that reading.


Upon reaching St. B., I tried going through the lobby. But as I no longer had a pass from the desk, the beat cop blocked my path. After watching everyone enter but me, I went round to the rear of the hospital. A laundry truck was unloading towels and sheets. Two colored guys stood checking the delivery against the invoice, while the loading-dock cop, a sweating red-faced blimp, cleaned his nails with a penknife. Bold as brass I climbed the steps to the dock and told the cop that I worked as a midget with the HeeBee JeeBee vaudeville group and that I was expected upstairs to entertain one of the patients, a Mr. Sol Fine in Room 314. The cop put away the knife, looked me over, and said, “Prove it!”


Luckily for me, Mom’s cousin Ed Lowry, a vaudeville dancer and comedian, had taught me tons of routines, and Pop had often taken me to Keith’s Palace and Loew’s State—though at the time, the shows impressed me less than the EATMORS, the cylindrical candy machines on the backs of the seats. You’d put a nickel in the side, turn a handle, and a purple roll of chocolate would roll out (unless the nickel got stuck and you had to bang on the machine, upsetting the person in front of you). Anyway, I asked the cop to hold my violin, while I did my brief skit.


“A guy and a gal are out walking. Got it?”


“Right,” said the cop, nodding his head.


She says, “Eddie, do you love me?”


He says, “I’ll say.”


“Do you think I’m beautiful?”


“Uh huh.”


“Are my eyes the loveliest you’ve ever seen?”


“Yep.”


“My mouth like a rosebud?”


“Sure.”


“And my figure divine?”


“You bet.”


“Oh, Eddie, you say the nicest things. Tell me some more.”


Long pause. The cop stared at me blankly, took out a big red handkerchief, and wiped his sweating face. “Well?” he asked.


“Well what?”


“What’s the point?”


“Here,” I said, “hand me the violin.”


Uncasing it, I played “Danny Boy,” which brought tears to his eyes.


“Now that I can understand,” he said. “You’re gonna be late if you stand here chewin’ the fat. So get on upstairs.”


With a wave and a “Thanks,” I made a beeline for the third floor. When I reached the nurse’s desk, a nun stopped me—fortunately not one that I knew. Holding up my violin case, I told her I was delivering a singing telegram, and marched straight past her into Room 314. Pop couldn’t raise his head. The tumor looked grotesque, as if a Siamese twin were trying to emerge from his neck. On one side of his bed sat Mom and on the other Charles Courtney, a family friend and locksmith par excellence. Until that point in my life, I had met only two famous people, Babe Ruth and Charles Courtney. The Babe stayed overnight once at our house. The Yankees had played an exhibition game against the Newark Bears. The Babe, having drunk too much beer during the game, was afraid to board the bus to New York and face the manager, Miller Huggins. So the Babe asked a friend to suggest a hotel. The friend led him to Pop, who insisted that the Babe stay with us. That evening was special, as the Babe regaled us with stories and jokes. Before he left, he put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Remember, always take a full swing.” To this day, I’m not sure whether he meant swing or swig. But he sure was a swell guy.


Charles Courtney, another prince, entered my life because I liked to disassemble locks and file keys to make them fit different tumblers. Having read about Mr. Courtney, Pop asked if I wanted to meet him. So one day in New York, we paid our nickel and hopped the El, which let us out just a few feet from his door on 125th Street west of Harlem. Hanging in the shop was a model airplane, about three feet long, made entirely of keys and parts of locks welded together. It was really something. From that day forth, Pop and Mr. Courtney became friends. When Mr. C., as we called him, would come to Newark to see the Bears play, he always slept at our house. I loved those visits; he never failed to show me some tricks of the locksmithing trade.


Now here he sat, with his thick moustache and lined face, next to Pop’s bed. Mom, knowing I’d been banned from the room, kept muttering in Yiddish that the police would arrest me. Assuring her that she had nothing to worry about, I took out my violin, pushed a chair to the foot of Pop’s bed, climbed up, and with Mom holding the music, played him a passage from one of his favorites, the Mendelssohn Violin Concerto. I could see tears streaming down his face. Mom and Mr. C. looked blubbery, too. Pop, who had a terrible time talking, rasped that he’d like to see me alone. So Mom and Mr. C. went into the hall. I sat down on the side of Pop’s bed and took one of his hands. He smiled and, with a tremendous effort, spoke to me briefly.


“You called . . . Siegel?”


“Don’t talk, Pop.”


“It’s important.”


“He’d be glad to hire Suzie at five bucks a week more.”


“Murray Hardwin?”


“He’ll take all the fabrics. Harry Panzer all the machinery.” Of course I was lying. Everything had been looted. But I wasn’t going to tell Pop that.


“Money . . .”


“We’re rolling in dough.”


He started to cry. I suppose his thinking that Mom and I would be in good shape made him happy. A good reason, I guess, for occasionally telling a whopper.


He wiped his eyes and took my hand again. “Outside . . . the spring . . . it’s like Poland . . . when I was a child.”


“What do you remember most about Poland?” I asked, trying to keep his thoughts from straying to business.


“The cold . . . and the singing. In America—who knows why?—there is no singing.”


“The wild laurel’s almost in bloom. Your favorite.”


“The hikes . . . remember . . . the two of us . . . swatting mosquitoes?”


“Just as soon as you’re better, we’ll do it again.”


“I wish . . . for twenty years more.”


“We’ll get a new doctor.”


“No! My life is over. But yours . . .”


He let my hand fall from his. I wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Not that again, Pop.”


“Education opens doors.”


“For some.”


“Americais . . .”


“Yeah, I know: money and jobs.”


“Opportunity, yes . . . but also an experiment. Those left behind—”


“I can learn on my own.”


“College . . . it’s not like high school.”


“Thank goodness for that.”


His breath grew shorter. “If you quit . . . you can work—”


“Mr. C. offered to make me the first lady locksmith in New York.”


“Industry . . . pluck.”


“Sure, Pop.”


He paused, lost in reverie. “A favor, Henrietta.” I was almost certain he’d ask me, as he had so often before, to remain in school and earn my degree. “You have my permission . . . to think me overbearing . . . even unfair . . . if in the years to come . . . you’ll remember me also with love.”


I fell across his bed and wept inconsolably.


Two days later he died. I remembered then what my friend Marty Litman had said after his father died. The word he used wasn’t died but lost. At the time I thought it strange. Now I understood. When a person dies, he is lost to us. Absent. Gone. It sounded so easy, but the realization that my father would never again be there for me, never to answer a question or tell me how it was in the old country, overwhelmed me.


In the cemetery, standing in the uncut grass, among the chaotic tombstones, I could smell the wild laurel as they lowered him into the ground. A rabbi spoke, but I heard nothing except the grating of the shovel and the dirt hitting Pop’s coffin, and the singing of birds.


Our family name is now Fine. The real one—something Polish—changed on Ellis Island, as Pop came through the glass walkway and into that great receiving room of America. His first name, Sol, quickly became Solly. On the mostly Italian east side of Newark, known as the Ironbound section, Pop rented the first floor of a factory, and here he designed, cut, and stitched petticoats. From upstairs issued the fragrance of the Lewis Cigar Co., making John Ruskins and Flor de Melbas. Before Pop made petticoats, he made handkerchiefs, which sold for ten cents apiece. But he quickly discovered that with the same sewing machines, he could produce petticoats cut from taffeta and silk and make lots more money—at least until recently, when his health and sales began falling off. He had learned the sewing trade in the old country and practiced it in West Virginia, where he first settled after landing in New York.


A cousin of his wrote him about the beauties of West Virginia and mailed him a ticket to Charleston. A year later he sent for my mom, who’d been patiently waiting in Poland. Pop described the city as friendly and rich, with a slow elegance about it: lovely homes fronted by great porches and swings, entertaining beautiful young women in white summer dresses, their long hair blowing in the breeze. Pop could never figure out the source of the money. Except for the colored people, it seemed as if nobody worked. Everybody dressed for dinner. Negro maids served from silver tea sets. He assured Mom she would love life in the South. But one look around convinced her differently. She told Pop that the Jews had taken thousands of years to escape from the desert—and she had no intention of returning. He tried to reason with her, but she said that a city with no more than a dozen Jewish families was no city at all. So they made their way from Charleston to Newark, New Jersey, which most people regard not as a desert but as a joke. I liked it, except for school.


Pop was a big man—six two, two twenty—and quite a dresser. On Sundays, he and Mom would stroll through Weequahic Park. To put all the other sports to shame, he wore a Prince Albert coat, spats, striped pants, a silk shirt with cuff links, a collar fastened with a button, a silk tie with a diamond stickpin, a dress handkerchief showing in his chest pocket, Oxford shoes bought at Cowards, and a derby. He also carried a gold-headed cane and jauntily puffed on a cigarette. A heavy smoker, he bought three brands: Turkish Trophies, which came in a flat reddish box, Camels, and Lord Salisburys. At home, his clothes were meticulously placed in a chifforobe, and his shoes polished with wax and stored on wooden trees that looked like carved pieces of art.


Mom, who was born Alfreda but called herself Celia, in honor of an old aunt she adored, dressed less fashionably. Although she lacked Pop’s confidence and always felt like a greenhorn, I honestly think she didn’t want to compete with him. To dress like my dad, you really had to think you were hot stuff. Probably her lack of language bothered her also. She spoke Polish, German, Russian, Yiddish, and English, all poorly, never having heard one language long enough really to master it. Born in Russia, she was only three or four when her parents, in the needle trade and always in search of work, began moving all over Europe—Rumania, Pomerania, Lithuania, maybe some other “anias”—finally settling in Poland. Her shlepping around so much as a kid caused her to rely on Yiddish, the one constant speech among the Jews whom she met, but even her Yiddish rang with words from other tongues. The experts call her speech a polyglot. I call it a stew. Pop was a different story; he had a way with English. My parents met and married in Poland. She was sixteen, Pop twenty-one. At eighteen she arrived in West Virginia. In Newark, where I was born five years later, we spoke mostly Yiddish. I translated for her at the grocery store, the butcher, the bank, the department store, the shoemaker—everyplace but at school. She wouldn’t go near the place. Embarrassed by her lack of language and formal education, she regarded teachers as gods, accessible only to high priests and children. I tried to tell her that teachers were just like everyone else, but she merely frowned and said emphatically, “A teacher’s a teacher!”


Sometimes in the morning, I’d stand in front of the long mirror Pop hung on my door and think maybe if I wasn’t a tomboy and wasn’t so small—the other kids called me a runt—I’d do better in school. And maybe if my name wasn’t Henrietta, a name honoring an Uncle Harry in Russia who died during a pogrom, kids wouldn’t laugh and call me Hen-the-chicken-scratcher. And maybe, too, if my hair wasn’t black and wiry but blonde and straight, like so many of the goyisher girls, and if my nose was just a tad smaller and turned up at the end, and if my acne was less conspicuous, I might fit in with the others. But eventually I gave up on fitting in. I decided that even if people were like pennies and looked just the same, some person would come along and say one penny was better than another because it was older—or newer. Troublemakers feast on differences.


Pop regarded America as the only European country on earth, contending that France was a country of Frenchmen and Germany full of Germans—and that you’d better believe it. The mixing of people in America, he likened to Russian dressing. Mayonnaise and catsup by themselves are all right, but if you mix them together, you get a really good taste. His factory, before he fell ill and had to let everyone go, resembled Russian dressing. The cutters and sewing-machine operators and shipping clerks all proudly called themselves Mr. Fine’s help. They were robustly Americans, even though they spoke almost a dozen different languages: French, German, Greek, Italian, Polish, Romanian, Russian, Spanish, Yiddish, even Ladino. The Negro floor lady, Suzie Somerset, spoke the best English of all. She had moved from Harlem to Newark and could outwork any three men in the factory; she also served as my surrogate mother. When my own mom had scarlet fever and diphtheria and Pop stayed home to measure her medicines and give her bonkus, applying hot cups to her back to draw out the fever, I went to live with Suzie. Pbp feared I might catch the germs. One night, returning from Throm’s Drugstore, where I had gone for a chocolate malt, I ran into a couple of jerks who began teasing me outside of her house and wouldn’t let me pass. Suzie saw it all from the front window. In a flash, she stood on the front steps of the house with a pail of hot water, which she threw at the sparks. Boy, did they hotfoot it out of there.


With Pop hospitalized and Mom constantly at his bedside, Suzie moved to our house to take care of it and me. In the evenings we played Chinese checkers. The Sunday before Pop died, I was winning for once when the phone rang. Calling for my father, Mom wanted me to reach his competitors and offer to sell them the machinery and stock, if they’d pay cash for the goods. She also told me to call Al Siegel, a small-fry shirt manufacturer who had long wanted to hire Suzie as his floor lady, and tell him that she was available for a five-dollar raise. The next morning, Suzie and I went to the factory and found the front door ajar. Alarmed, we cautiously entered. In front of us, occupying the great expanse of the factory floor, was nothing. Nothing! The place had been cleaned out. The only other person with keys was my Uncle Sam, a jealous younger brother Pop had taken in because he could never support himself. Sam, that goldbricking sourpuss (though he had a nice wife), had been in charge of the factory during Pop’s illness. The cigar man upstairs said that Sam had driven a truck up to the factory and removed everything—the sewing machines, the patterns, the cutting tables and tools, the hundreds of bolts of taffeta and silk, the office equipment, even the three-way light sockets—and refused to disclose his destination.


I kept the news of the theft from Mom until after the funeral. On reaching the street, I told her that Uncle Sam had cleaned out the factory and that I wanted to go to the cops to report him. But she grabbed my arm and emphatically said, “If he was arrested and put in jail, what then? Is that what you want for your Aunt Anna, to humiliate her? It would be a shande! A black mark on the family name. I won’t allow it.”


For a moment I knew what Pop must have felt when Mom said they would not stay in West Virginia. Although only five feet tall and the sweetest, most agreeable woman in the world, Mom would defend at all costs the family name and reputation. I could see that if I went to the cops, I’d feel guilty the rest of my life. People make jokes about Jewish guilt. This much I know: for the most part, parents reap what they sow. So if a kid has good ones, as I did, you feel like a murderer when you don’t do what they ask.


I still had two months of school left before summer vacation, and I tried to catch up, having fallen behind owing to Pop’s illness. But there remained the problem of my handwriting. I’m left-handed; and in Latin the word for left-handed, “sinister,” means just that. What I want to know is how left-handed people came to be branded as bad? Surely not every lefty in Rome stole or murdered. Anyway, my teachers made me write with my right hand so I wouldn’t grow up to be a criminal. You can imagine what my handwriting looked like: chicken scratchings. The teachers would hold up my papers for the class to see and make nasty remarks about my penmanship. I never said anything, since it wouldn’t have done any good. But I can tell you, it didn’t make me glad to be returning to school.


A few weeks later, the principal summoned me to his office. “I understand,” Mr. Baker began, “there’s been a setback in your family.”


“A setback,” I repeated sarcastically. “Naw, just a slight bump in the road.” I wanted to call him a jackass, but that would have been demeaning to those faithful animals.


Mr. Baker’s office looked like a prison cell. It held only a desk, two chairs, and a wall photograph of President Warren Harding. Mr. Baker sat facing me from behind his desk. His tie, I noticed, had a stain in the shape of a tear, and his shirt needed mending. Fat and pompous, he loved to use Latin and French words, though my guess was he didn’t know either language.


“Your teachers have charged you with indolence and disrespect. But lest you think our school unworthy of your diligence, I am proud to tell you that in a recent survey of Newark public schools, ours ranked as one of the best.”


I sat there counting the high schools in Newark. Four. “Congratulations, Mr. Baker,” I replied insincerely. “I’m proud of you.”


“Really now?” he sputtered. “I never thought that you . . . well, it doesn’t matter. We’re here today to talk about your progress and behavior this term.”


“I know I’ve fallen behind.”


“Except for music and gym, you’re failing everything else.”


I hated most of my teachers for their dullness and cruelty. My history teacher, Mr. Cardwell, never talked about ideas, but about conquests and wars and princes and generals. What a boob. Discussing military campaigns, he’d absolutely drool. Mr. Carpowitz, the English teacher, also coached baseball. He used a bat, split down the middle, to paddle slow-witted students, and urged us to hit a home run on his tests. Some tests! He’d ask us to retell the plots of books or recount details about the lives of the authors. I don’t think he had the slightest idea that books might convey more than a story. Miss Plimsol, the geography teacher, took pride in her ankles, which she often exposed. Every week she gave us a map test, during which we had to fill in the names of states or countries and identify their capitals. She never talked about how cities grew up along waterways for reasons of transport, or how climates and topography influence people. Maybe I shouldn’t complain; at least I know all the capitals now. My favorite American ones were Sacramento and Tallahassee, and abroad, Bucharest and Budapest. I liked the sound of the syllables.


To escape these teachers and their tedious lessons—I felt as if I were suffocating—I’d often duck out of school. But when some apple polisher stood guard at the door and I couldn’t get away, I’d amuse myself by making fun of the teachers. I knew it was wrong, and I felt bad, particularly since I’d promised Pop that I’d try to make it through school. But what choice did I have? I had to protect my mind one way or another.


“Then, too,” said Mr. Baker, “there’s the matter of rudeness.”


“I rude, sir?” I repeated, as if the very word caused me to blush.


“You were put on probation a month ago for missing classes and for addressing your teachers impolitely.”


“If that’s what you say.”


“No,” he scolded, “that’s what you did.”


“Yes.”


“Yes, what?” barked Mr. Baker.


“Yes, sir,” I answered.


From his pudgy nose, Mr. Baker removed his glasses and roughly cleaned them with a dirty handkerchief. “You were warned more than once,” he said. “Is this how you repay our kindness?”


“I include you in my prayers every night,” I replied.


Unhappy with the job he had done, he tried cleaning his glasses again, this time rubbing them on his shirt. “You promised to correct your behavior. And you haven’t, have you?”


At that instant, I was thinking that the teachers should be apologizing to me. But I knew it would be the wrong thing to say, so I said something else. “I haven’t missed a class in a week. Not since the last reprimand.”


Mr. Baker looked doleful, giving me the impression that he would have been glad to find some excuse to cancel the meeting. But his secretary informed him that the other teachers awaited. They wanted me to walk the carpet, like some out-of-line servant. So we marched off to the inquisition. The meeting room, an old lab, had sinks and zinc-topped sideboards, one of them covered with cups and a bunsen burner on which the teachers brewed coffee in a pot that must have dated from Moses. Someone had arranged the chairs in a circle. Mr. Baker and I sat down side by side. Stiff as corpses, my teachers acted as if I had stolen the coffin. You could see that Mr. Cardwell wished to speak first. The way he moved around in his chair, you would have thought he had boils on his butt.


“Arthur,” Mr. Baker said, “you have a specific complaint, I gather. Dice!”


Mr. Cardwell suddenly stopped squirming, sat bolt upright in his chair, cleared his throat, and sputtered, “Well . . . of course . . . indeed . . . since you ask . . . yes. She . . . that is, Henrietta . . . always—or almost always . . . looks out the window during the recitation.”


“Complete? Is that all?” asked Mr. Baker in a tone that suggested the charge hardly merited his attention.


“All? All? Isn’t that enough? She would have me believe that what’s outside is more interesting than what’s going on inside the classroom!” huffed Mr. Cardwell.


It is, I thought, but remained mum.


Mr. Baker called on Mr. Carpowitz.


“She makes a running commentary on my lectures,” complained Mr. Carpowitz, “and she does it with humorous intent.”


At this point, Mrs. Lynch couldn’t wait any longer to lodge her own festering complaint. The Girls’ Vice-Principal blurted out, “She’s defiant, rude. If I reprimand her, she smiles . . . in that . . . that hateful way of hers.”


Miss Plimsol, equally impatient to register her soreness, snorted, “She hums in class and sings in the halls. Opera songs, I think.”


I corrected her. “They’re called arias.”


“See what I mean about rudeness?” said Mrs. Lynch sternly.


“At least I’m no teacher’s pet!” The second I opened my mouth I regretted it, but some feelings want to be expressed so badly that they grab the nearest words available and fly through the gap. I remembered having gone with Pop to hear some political speeches in a rundown hall on Bergen Street. Some heckler ragging the speaker and extolling the good old days got Pop’s goat. He leapt to his feet and told the jasper that he remembered the past all too well, with its outdoor plumbing and TB epidemics and pogroms. “The past,” Pop shouted, “you can keep it!” On the way home, Pop pointed out that he, too, like the heckler, had spoken out of turn. He said he shouldn’t have done it, but I felt proud that he did . . . did . . .


“Did you hear what I said?” Mr. Baker asked gruffly.


“I’m afraid I was elsewhere.”


“Elsewhere!” repeated Miss Plimsol venomously. “And where might that be, pray tell?”


I noticed she was wearing a pair of ugly high-buttoned shoes. “In Macy’s,” I answered. “The shoe section, admiring their new low-cut . . . never mind.”


Miss Plimsol looked at her shoes and tucked her feet under the chair. “We are here to talk about deportment, not footwear.”


“Yes,” chimed in Mr. Cardwell. “And the hand you’ve been dealt. I mean by that your background, which, frankly, is none too encouraging.”


“Could you please explain?”


“You have no tradition to fall back upon. No resources, as it were, to draw from.”


I must have looked blank, because Mr. Carpowitz ventured a further explanation. “My learned colleague, without wishing to cast aspersions—a word I’m sure that you know—is merely trying to point out that the children of greenhorns, newcomers, lack the polish and skills of, say, our uptown New York German Hebrews.”


“You’re coarse!” neighed Mrs. Lynch.


“It will take some time,” added Mr. Baker. “But for the nonce, you are callow.”


“Callow?”


“Unfledged.”


“If you mean I’m still wet behind the ears,” I piped in, “isn’t that the purpose of school? To teach a kid?”


“Some children,” Mrs. Lynch remarked acidly, “take to lessons more quickly than others.”


“Some,” Miss Plimsol gleefully jumped in, “never learn even the simplest things.”


“And I’m one of those?”


Miss Plimsol, holding up her palms as if to prove her hands clean and herself innocent of indiscretion, softly remarked, “That’s what you said, not I.”


“In that case, I suppose it’s best if I leave.”


Mr. Baker, looking slightly alarmed, quickly observed, “I did not call this hearing to expel you, Henrietta, but merely to discuss disciplinary measures. No one is forcing you to leave school. If you go, it is entirely your own doing. But if you stay, you must promise to turn over a new leaf. We can no longer countenance your looking out the window and commenting sarcastically on your classroom lessons. Your lack of respect for your teachers is a slap in the face not only to them, but also to the taxpayers.”


“If you stay,” Mr. Cardwell said, tipping his hand, “you will observe our rules, not yours. You will be seen and not heard, unless called upon. And your attention will always be trained on your teacher.”


“That’s not asking too much, I trust?” asked Mr. Baker.


I took it all in—the setting, the people, the choices. “I’ll just pick up my things and leave now,” I replied. A look of relief swept my inquisitors. “But I swear to you, someday, by hook or by crook, I’m going to college.” I said that out of spite, thinking that if college produced people like them, it wasn’t the place for someone like me.


As I left the room, I could hear muffled laughter as Mrs. Lynch mockingly repeated the word college.


I knew what I had to tell Mom. We sat in the oriental living room among the pillows and the throw rugs, she on the emerald green sofa and me on a chair near a window. I could see the kids playing stickball, with a pink spaldeen. She asked why I had returned home early from school. “Patriots’ Day,” I said, and told her how pretty she looked. Only thirty-nine, Mom still had a face like an angel: small mouth, slightly Asian eyes, high cheekbones, and a nose that made my father say she could pass for a shiksa. Mom often teased that someone in her family must have been indiscreet on the Mongolian steppes.


“Did Mr. Rosenfeld send you a card?” I asked.


“What’s that got to do with school?”


“He’s a nice man.”


“Nice? What does ‘nice’ mean?”


“I think he’s a millionaire.”


“The tailor?”


“He told me every year he buys two season tickets for Carnegie Hall.”


“You shouldn’t make such a big thing—”


“He was asking about you—in a kind way.”


“I appreciate . . . he sent flowers to the funeral.”


“And a card to you.”


I could hear the kids arguing out in the street. One yelled, “It’s a strike,” and another cried, “It was wide.”


“In Poland, he would have been more reserved. Flowers, yes; the card, no.”


“This is America, Mom!”


“In Poland, a man waited a year before writing a widow.”


“You’re always telling me about the things you couldn’t do in Poland. Was there anything you could do?”


“It was very strict. We believed in religion. Which was a good thing, because if we didn’t, we couldn’t have endured the hunger and cold. The rabbi, his word was law. One day—it was in March, I still remember—he came to our house and told my mother the time had come for me to leave school. I was twelve. ‘It’s a waste of time for a girl,’ he said. ‘She’ll go and be maid to old Mrs. Zeffin, now that her husband is dead.’ Mrs. Zeffin, lame and blind, paid me a penny a day to care for her.” I could see tears in Mom’s eyes. “I never finished school.”


I moved to the couch and hugged her. “I know, Mom.”


“The same rabbi who sent me to work arranged for Papa and me to be married. I was seventeen. Work. That’s all I knew in my childhood—only work.” She brushed away the tears. “Even with papa. But that was different, because Solly had started his own business and needed me there.”


“You were the best bookkeeper Pop ever had.”


“In America, they say a person’s free. They say a person can do what he wants. But it’s not so easy to be selfish. If you love, if you care, you’re tied.”


“On our hikes, Pop would tell me about Poland: the villages in summer and the children playing on reed pipes.”


“I never had pleasure.”


“Pop said that in the summer there was singing and dancing.”


Suddenly Mom clapped her hands and a great smile brightened her face. “Yes! Yes, I had forgotten! The singing! In the villages, they played accordions and sang, and that gave me pleasure. Boys sang in the fields, and at night we all met in the square and sang. The streets were full of singing. Yes, in the summer it was singing, singing all the time. So I lie. I have had pleasure. I have had singing.” For a minute she found herself dwelling in Poland, in her old village, among the singing crowds. From the street came a feverish cry, “A homer! It’s a homer!” as if the game reflected her thoughts. Mom turned to me. “I mustn’t forget. I had a good life with Solly—and I still have you.”


Mom and I never chewed on ideas. We told stories to each other about people and things, and future plans, like our selling the house. I think that’s true of most people—they just exchange stories. On the street, on the stoop, over dinner, they gossip. In families, the father comes home and between mouthfuls of borscht tells his wife what happened at work. The wife tells her husband what the kids did and how much eggs now cost in the market. They don’t discuss books or socialism or what their lives mean. At least most people don’t. That’s why they’re so boring, unless, of course, they have a genius for storytelling, which I sure hope I have.


Mom certainly had a flair for it. If you asked her a simple question—“Did Aunt Ruthie really avoid a speeding ticket by making a date with the cop?”—she would begin in the Ice Age. “Wlien my Uncle Joe Barisch came from Poland, he landed in Canada, with his wife and two daughters. He was a furrier, so he traveled west to Winnipeg, which was a fur-trading center. The family lived in a three-story house—it had the most beautiful walnut furniture you ever saw—while Uncle Joe collected furs near the Arctic Circle.” Five minutes later, having traced the family history from Winnipeg to Minneapolis to New York, she would arrive at the question. “Yes, Ruthie made a date with the policeman. But she never kept it.”


It’s just lucky that Pop also liked to tell stories. He and Mom made a perfect pair. Between the two of them, a kid could drown in narration. So I knew that to make Mom understand why I’d left school, I would have to tell her a story.


“There’s a girl in our class, Etta Klein, who really catches it ’cause she’s left-handed. Mr. Carpowitz ties her left hand behind her back and makes her compose with her right. Then he collects her paper at the end of the period and holds it up so the class can see the poor penmanship.”


Alarmed, Mom quickly asked, “He doesn’t do that to you, does he?”


“Whenever he can, he brushes his hands across her chest. One day in class, about a month ago, before they turned off the radiators, she was adjusting her long underwear, which her Mom made her wear because she’d been sick, and Mr. Carpowitz in front of the whole class yelled at her, ‘Miss Klein, quit playing with yourself!’ She told me she was so embarrassed, she wanted to die.”


Mom thought a while and softly said, “If you want to start working for Mr. Courtney right now, you have my permission.”





two
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Money was short. Although Mom sold the house, she had little left after paying off St. B. and the doctors and all the tradesmen who had kindly extended us credit. So we moved to New York and rented an airless, dark, two-bedroom, third-floor apartment at 626 West 165th Street. Mom refused to ask the relatives for help, fearing they’d find out about Uncle Sam and the theft. She preferred want to scandal. But she paid a price. Shamed by her poverty and her imperfect English, she rarely budged from her bedroom. Every day she sat staring out the window at the grass tennis courts across the street, on the grounds of Columbia Presbyterian Hospital. Perched on an old cedar chest that smelled like a forest when opened, she watched the doctors and nurses play tennis in their snooty white togs. What fancies raced through her brain, I have no idea. But I know what I thought. Loneliness can swallow up the world—and poverty just makes it worse. Bernard Shaw, whom Pop idolized, was dead right: it’s a crime to be poor, a crime against health and well-being. So I swore that I’d rather be a thief than one of the paupers slaving in factories, in the America of needle and thread, backaches, and ten cents an hour.


Soon after we moved to New York, I started my apprenticeship with Charles Courtney. Needing a dress, I asked Mom to help—and not by offering me one of her own. Mom bought a length of tubular cotton jersey. She stitched one end, leaving just enough room for my head, and cut holes for my arms. Turning the raw edges to the inside, she finished them with small slip stitches. The mannish, flat-chested look, much in style, suited my figure to a T. And you couldn’t beat the price: a dollar seventy-five for the material.


Each morning I walked to work, forty blocks, to save a nickel. Mr. Courtney told me I was the first girl he had ever employed and maybe the only girl in all of New York training to be a locksmith. His shop enabled me to meet famous people, like Bill Tilden and David Belasco and Harry Houdini. I think one of the reasons so many celebrities patronized Mr. Courtney was that they loved the inside of his place, which resembled an alchemist’s den. In the late afternoon light, the rows of lathes and key machines, and the key board, hung with thousands of blanks, made jagged patterns on the walls and floor. The shop itself had several divides. Just inside the front door, a small fence with a swinging gate separated the customers from the work area, which accommodated eight benches. Each had its own machines and tools: vises, pliers, chisels, “nutcrackers” (a giant pair of shoemaker’s nippers), tension wrenches, picks, shims, files (made in Switzerland), and, of course, jewelers’ screwdrivers and loupes. The thousands of key blanks were grouped alphabetically by company and organized by millings. For some companies, like Yale, our stock ran to over a hundred different kinds of blanks. We cut them to order on key machines from Barrows, Corbin, Eagle, Keil, Lockwood, Master, Norwalk, Penn, Reading Knob, Russwin, Sager, Sargent, Schlage, and Yale. Although most of the machines were interchangeable, Mr. C. insisted that by owning them all, he was prepared for every contingency, like cutting intricate tubular keys or designing masters for office buildings.


Off to one side stood a small trophy room displaying some of the locks and keys that Mr. C. had collected on his various trips around the world: an elegant heart-shaped lock from the coffer of Cardinal Infanti; a famous padlock that Ivan the Terrible used to imprison the woman he loved, causing her death and the death of his infant son; the key to Lincoln Prison in Ireland, where DeValera and many other Irish rebels were incarcerated; a stout lock made by Martin Luther’s father; and an exquisite iron lock from the brother of Philip IV of Spain, with two mythical animals locking horns. The priceless items he kept in two safes in his private office. One had come from the Vanderbilts and the other from Abraham Lincoln’s Illinois law offices. In the first, he kept my favorite lock. Made of brass and fashioned in India, it was probably older than Timur the Tartar. A Hindu bird, with a coxcomb and a leaf in its mouth, hid the keyhole under a movable wing.


Mr. C. sat in a swivel chair in front of a rolltop desk covered with papers and pieces of locks. He could never keep his love of the shop separate from his paperwork. When he tired of bills and invoices, he would push them aside and turn his favorite pick on a particularly intractable lock. On the wall over his desk hung a daggerlike shark knife with saw teeth on one edge. During World War I, Mr. C. had served in the Marines, as a diver. He never slipped into the brine without that knife at his side. And although he wouldn’t talk about close calls with sharks—people are worse, he said—I swear you could see dried blood on the teeth. The knife was surrounded by dozens of framed photographs of foreign princes and kings and presidents, including one of the old czar of Russia. But the photos hanging on the other three walls were my favorites: moving-picture actors and actresses like John Barrymore, Charlie Chaplin, Theda Bara, Clara Bow, and Mary Pickford; Broadway directors like Belasco and Ziegfeld; and especially vaudeville stars like Nora Bayes, Eddie Cantor, W. C. Fields, Al Jolson, and Joe Frisco (who signed with an X because he couldn’t read or write).


On slow days, I would duck into Mr. C’s office to peer at the pictures. But at the beginning of my apprenticeship, free time was rare. Mr. C. insisted that before being assigned my own bench, I had to learn about the history of shackles. So he sat me down in his office and began with the ancient Egyptians. I learned more about history in those two days than I did in two years of high school. Once we had covered the past, we turned to warded locks, which have wards, or guards, that protect against arbitrary keys. For a key to enter the keyhole, slip past the wards, and encounter the dead bolt, it must be notched, or bitted, correctly. Then turning the key to the right or the left will advance or retract the dead bolt, locking or unlocking the door.


I soon became schooled in the second oldest profession.


But the juiciest part of my lessons concerned picking a pin tumbler lock. An outer cylinder encases a rotating inner cylinder, or plug. In a locked position, metal pins extend partially within the cylinder and partially within the plug, preventing the plug from turning. To turn it, you need to separate the tumblers. It takes two tools, a tension wrench and a pick. The tension wrench is used like a shim. You put it in the top or bottom of the keyhole and apply tension in the direction that the lock is designed to release. The tension produces a half turn and prevents the tumblers from falling out and freezing the lock. With the pick, you position the tumblers so that the uppers remain in the cylinder, while the lowers remain in the plug. The line between them—the shear line—is then clear, forming a gate that allows the plug to be turned and thus opened. Mr. C. advised me to start at the back of the lock, with the last tumblers. Pushing them up, you move forward, picking each one in turn.


But Mr. C’s preferred means of entry was to impression a key. Some locksmiths recommend carbon coating the blank, that is, holding the key blank over a flame to coat it with carbon. Carefully inserting and turning it, you remove the key to see where the carbon has been erased. Those spots you file. Mr. C despised gumming up the lock with carbon. Instead, he directed me to do the following. First, take a Swiss file and prepare the key by lightly filing off the hard outer key plating. Second, place the head of the key in a vice-grip plier and insert the key in the lock. Third, apply pressure to the right or the left and jiggle up and down. This movement will leave a faint mark. Fourth, using a delicate file, remove no more than a little metal at each mark, repeating the procedure until the right depth is reached. Mr. C. contended that a first-rate locksmith, proceeding this way, can cut a key in under five minutes.


During those first few weeks, while learning all about locks, keys, and safes, I accompanied Mr. C. on a number of jobs. The best one reminded me of a Sherlock Holmes mystery—and led to my meeting Lily Gillespie. A house in South Port had been robbed. The safe, which contained jewels and rare silver, had been opened without being forced. Since the only two people who knew the combination were the owner, Mr. Deutscher, a banker, and his secretary, Mr. Linz, the police locked up the latter. As we drove along the Long Island Sound on a magnificent morning, the water shone luminously purple and blue; overhead gulls glided and dove, silver flashes in the sun. For some reason, the contrast of the black inkberries against the white sand made me think of a tux.


The house, a massive dark stucco fortress with narrow barred windows, sat overlooking the bay. A butler opened the heavy oak door and led us to Mr. Deutscher’s study, upstairs, at the rear of the house. A short, gaunt, bloodless man, Mr. Deutscher greeted us formally, with something resembling a bow. He looked like a mortician, dressed in a black suit with a white shirt and navy-blue tie. His blonde hair was spider-leg thin, matching the delicate wire arms of his glasses. Instead of launching into the robbery, as I had expected, he began with such comments as “I trust that what passes between us will remain confidential” and “Silence never betrays one.” Following some preachments about discreetness being a mark of refinement, and manners the measure of a man, he concluded with the observation: “I enjoy considerable influence in New York society, especially among businessmen—honest businessmen—who are the backbone of America.” But even so, he did not wish to involve his associates in this robbery, or personal friends. “Let discretion be your tutor,” he said. “You never can tell who’s really to blame.” Although his secretary had been hauled off to the local jail, Mr. Deutscher did not believe in the poor fellow’s guilt. The arrest, he explained, had been the idea of the local police, who had deduced that since the only person beside the banker who knew the safe’s combination was the secretary, he had to be guilty.


“This young man has been in my employ for five years,” said Mr. Deutscher. “He’s from good Protestant stock, German. I have shared with him the most sensitive details of the bank and of my personal holdings, and he has always conducted himself as a gentleman. Besides, he’s no fool. Quite the opposite. So why would he steal from me when such a theft would so readily point to him?”


A closet, one of two in the study, held a large safe that looked very secure. Mr. C. mumbled something about “flaws” and directed me to help him tip the safe forward. With the safe leaning on its front edge, he spun the dials at random. Clang! The safe door swung open.


Mr. Deutscher looked shell-shocked. “That’s all it took?” he asked. “No more than that?”


“Your safe originated in Austria,” replied Mr. C. “The first ten safes of this type came from a defective cast. So the door doesn’t open and close as it should. Tipping the safe forward forces the locking bolt back. All it takes is a twist of the dials, as you’ve just seen me do. The company tried to recall the ten safes, but three of them couldn’t be traced.” Mr. C. looked around, as if he had lost something. “Tell me: do you have any Austrians working for you?”


The parchment that passed for Mr. Deutscher’s face suddenly acquired some color.


“I did. A gardener. He came to work for me shortly after I returned from Vienna. But he quit two days ago.”


“I’m willing to bet,” said Mr. C., “that if the police track him down, they’ll discover he once worked at the Austrian factory that made these safes.”


“Pretty slick,” I said.


“What invites that conclusion?” asked a surprised Mr. Deutscher, turning his peepers on me.


I blurted out, “He tracked you down and talked you into a job, didn’t he? Lucky for you Mr. Courtney knew about the flawed safes. Otherwise the guy would have gone undetected.”


With an edge, Mr. Deutscher observed, “Anyone who believes that it is pretty slick to live by robbery rather than by gainful employment does not belong in this country.”


“A great many famous Americans walking the streets today,” I said, “are nothing more than robber barons.”


“Do your parents approve of their daughter working as an apprentice locksmith?” Mr. Deutscher asked, clearly annoyed. “Shouldn’t you be in school or learning a feminine trade?”


“She’s first-rate,” Mr. C. said. “Top of the line. As good as any of the young men in my shop.”


“If you were my daughter and lacked any aptitude for college—how old are you?”


“Sixteen.”


“I would keep you at home learning refinement and duty.” Growing expansive, Mr. Deutscher added, “Without women to show us the way, what is the point of our faith, hard work, and self-sufficiency?”


Mr. C. remarked that he had spent several childhood years in Germany, where he had learned all he ever wanted to know about discipline. While he and Mr. Deutscher talked about Teutonic culture and discussed what kind of safe would best serve the banker, I went outside to get a good look at the place next door, which I had seen from the upstairs window. Mr. Deutscher’s joint resembled a convent, but his neighbor’s, a radiant red brick Colonial trimmed in white, screamed tasteful gelt. The two houses, separated by a low stone wall, represented two different cultures. On Mr. Deutscher’s side, formal gardens had been laid out in fastidious circles and squares. The neighbor’s grounds had a pond and a small riding track large enough to accommodate the Shetland pony that a nurse led by the reins as a young child perched in the saddle. Below the track a stretch of lawn ran to the bay. There, rocking slowly in the tide, stood a red sailboat moored to a small wooden dock, with a pole that held a green wind sleeve languidly flapping in the breeze. I could see on the veranda, under an arbor of yellow roses, a shining young woman wave to the child. Her arms and neck displayed dazzling jewelry, and the barrette in her dark shining hair reflected the sun. Even her white linen dress glowed like gold. I smiled and waved toward her.


“You must be a friend of Mr. Deutscher’s,” she said in a voice that admitted me into her confidence and seemed to promise sensational disclosures about the private world of others. It resonated with indiscretion.


“Not really.”


“Oh?”


“I’m here on a job.”


“What do you do?”


“Locksmithing.”


“I wish I had a job like that,” she said, looking at her house. “Wouldn’t that cause a stir?” Her murmuring voice, punctuated with breaths of enchantment, increased her lustrous beauty. I thought of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and a jumble of words came to mind: “I sometimes lurk in a gossip’s bowl in the very likeness of a filly foal.”


“What’s your name?”


“Henrietta Fine.”


“Mine’s Lily Gillespie.”


The nurse led the pony to the house and helped the child out of the saddle. She and I exchanged smiles.


“This is our nanny, Mrs. Cummings, and my son, Tommy. He’s four.”


The child extended a hand, which I shook.


“Now go inside and play with Nanny.”


The boy obediently left.


I loved Lily immediately. She looked like the American dream girl, radiant, ravishing, and rich, all the things that I was not. At her invitation, I told her about Mr. C., and my work, and Pop’s hope that one day I’d complete high school and go off to college—but not Princeton, which Pop regarded as a refuge for drunks and rah-rahs.


“Don’t repeat this, but most college grads are dim bulbs. I went to Smith. It’s in Massachusetts. My husband’s from Vanderbilt. He grew up in Cleveland. Lexington’s my hometown.”


I gulped. “Would you recommend college?”


“So long as you don’t let on that you’re smart. The boys prefer dimwitted blondes.”


In the distance, I heard a shot. A bird dropped from the sky, landing on her lawn. She walked over and gently touched it with her foot. “Perhaps it’s some hunter,” she said. “This is the second time. Both finches, both dead.”


Not a good sign, I thought, but said nothing to her.


“I think they fly here from Europe.”


Taking up the thread of her comment, I remarked, “There are a great many people from Europe who want to return. They don’t like it here. That’s what I read in the papers.”


“Money,” she said. “It takes money to live the good life in America. The right kind of money.”


Figuring a buck was a buck, I asked what she meant.


She smiled, touched my arm, and said, “Some money is flawed at its source, so it won’t open the right doors.”


Seeing Mr. C. emerge from the house, I gave Lily a business card and invited her to call. “It’s as much a museum,” I said, “as a locksmith’s shop.”


“Is it really?”


“I’d love to see you again.”


She promised to drop by, and we parted.


A week later, she appeared at the customer gate of Mr. C’s shop. I assumed she had come to see the collection, and in fact she spent a good half hour admiring the historical locks before saying that she needed a key for an apartment she kept in the city. It was on West 68th Street in a long row of apartment houses, each the same as the other.


“It’s on the top floor, number 707. If we could leave now . . . my husband’s away in Cape May, at the Windsor Hotel. He loves going off by himself. I’ve lost my key, so I have no way of getting in.”


I asked Mr. C. for permission to take on the job and explained that Lily lived next door to Herr Deutscher. (I couldn’t resist inserting the barb.) Mr. C. said that given the age of the building, the lock was probably a Schlage or a Yale, and suggested which key blanks might work. He asked whether she was on the up and up. Mr. C. had often warned me to verify the customer’s story. And for good reason. One night, a couple had called him to make a key for their penthouse apartment on the swanky east side. First thing, Mr. C. went to rouse the super to tell him what he intended to do. By the time he returned with the info that the owners of the apartment were in France, the couple had taken a powder. Lily could be trusted, I insisted.


“All of life is a horse race,” he cautioned. “There are no sure bets.”


Unless the race is fixed, I mused. And the one thing I knew for certain was that Lily Gillespie’s beauty and come-hither-and-listen voice put her lengths ahead of any other woman I knew.


Her blue coupé was parked at the curb. Throwing my canvas bag of tools into the trunk, I slid into the seat next to this fabulous woman to raft down the river of Broadway. If only the kids in Newark could see me now!


“Keys,” remarked Lily, “have more meaning than meets the eye. We give keys to loved ones to open houses and cars and vaults. But we also use keys to lock out those we detest and to keep them from learning our secrets.”


In my short time at the shop, I had learned that the attitudes people express about keys and locks provide a glimpse of their prejudices. You quickly discover, for example, who finds the world hostile and who finds it friendly, who behaves charitably and who treats the world as a thief. But never had any of our customers talked philosophically to me about keys—until now.


Lily turned right on 68th and parked in front of the building. Out in the street, some children were playing kick the can. It was a neighborhood trying to come up in the world. You could see the aspirations in the lace window curtains and the potted geraniums arranged on sills and fire escapes. The foyer, lined with copper-colored mailboxes, bore a menagerie of names like Baer, Beaver, Fox, Katz, Mink, and Wolf. Glancing at box 707 and seeing no “Gillespie,” just the initials “G.L.”, I wondered if this was a love nest. Two steps up led into the hallway, covered in linoleum with an octagonal orange design. The elevator, a pea-green paneled Otis lift, moved like molasses. As we rose, Lily seemed abandoned in thought. I studied her every part, wishing I could look exactly like her. A moment later, she turned and gave me that “do-I-have-something-to-tell-you” smile, saying, “You ought to have your hair marcelled. It would look terribly cute.” Right there on the spot I decided: first chance, I would stop at our neighborhood beauty parlor.


The elevator stopped. We opened the gate and walked down the hall to apartment 707. I quickly cased the job. The door was hinged from the inside and the apartment lacked direct access to a fire escape. One look at the lock and I knew it was a pin tumbler Yale. Reaching into my bag for the key blanks that Mr. C. had recommended, I lightly began filling one. Gripping it with my vise pliers, I jiggled it around in the lock and patiently filed the markings. In under ten minutes, I had cut the key and opened the door—just as someone from apartment 705 peered out suspiciously. But an imperious glance from Lily caused the snooper to smartly withdraw.


The apartment, which fronted the street, looked nothing like what I had expected. Instead of spiffy furniture, there was schlock: a three-cushioned purple sofa, a white parlor chair, and a wobbly coffee table covered with moving-picture magazines, several copies of The Aryan Newsletter, a jar of Noxema cold cream, an ashtray overflowing with lipstick-stained cigarette butts, and a small vial of perfume labeled “Passionate Love.” The dining room, large enough for only a card table and four rickety chairs, had a small lacquered plaque on the wall: “God Bless This Tryst.” A flower vase held some dead stalks. The bedroom was a mess: sheets and pillows in disarray, a clothes closet with as many dresses and hats on the floor as on the hangers and hooks, a badly worn navy-blue rug strewn with hairpins and shoes, and a dressing table atumble with lotions, salves, perfumes, and pins, as well as an open compact of mascara and a caked eyebrow brush. A trail of white talc led from the table to the bathroom, which my fastidious mom would have attacked with Bon Ami and boiling water.


From outside came the sound of a can being kicked and some raucous kid yelling, “I caught you off base. You’re out!”


Lily pocketed the key and silently made her way through the apartment. The place reminded me of a magazine article I once read, “The Archaeology of Love: How to Tell If Your Husband Is Cheating.” It didn’t take much digging to uncover the facts.


Standing in front of the bedroom closet, she reached in and recovered a man’s pale blue cardigan sweater with a swanky coat of arms stitched over the heart. I couldn’t help noticing that the closet also held a man’s suit, trousers, shirts, slippers, and two pairs of shoes. Holding the sweater at arm’s length, Lily said, “The son-of-a-bitch! I bought it for him in London.” She shoved the sweater under her arm and made straight for the door. I would have followed her out, but something arrested my attention. A petticoat, hanging from a hook, looked just like the ones Pop used to make: the same kind of stitching, the same color silk. I read the label: “Sam Fine, ‘Petticoat Lane,’ Cape May, N.J.”


At the curb, she asked me, “What’s that you have?”


“A petticoat.”


She smiled and handed me a double sawbuck, apologizing for the deception. Even so, I felt like a patsy and wondered if my future held a jail cell. I said nothing during the drive back, a reckless whirligig ride, as Lily skidded the car at the corner and raced north on Broadway, weaving between pushcarts and cabs, hardly stopping for lights. Approaching the shop, she hammered the brake with her foot, causing the car to spasm with hiccups before it came to a stop. While I retrieved my canvas bag from the trunk, she stepped out of the car and jauntily said, “Marcelled would look best. Trust me.”


With that statement, my annoyance and fear disappeared.


“Will you tell me something?” I asked.


“Of course.”


“The green wind sleeve at the end of your dock—what is it for?” She paused, as if my question had stumped her. “It’s navigational,” she replied, “signaling the possibilities of a safe flight.”


“Are there ever crack-ups?”


“It all depends on the pilot.”


She patted me on the cheek, slid in behind the wheel, and drove off, leaving me regretful that I’d never see her again. But I was wrong. The very next day, she walked into the shop laughing insincerely and whispering to a blonde, curly-headed, deeply tanned friend, whom she introduced as Miss Morgan Tabor.


“Wasn’t the Lenglen match simply divine?” Lily enthused.


“She’s the only woman in tennis who leaps for her volleys,” Miss Tabor added with an upward tilt of her chin.


“Speaking of off the ground,” said Lily, “did I tell you about that luncheon at the Holsteins? Beastly! You’d think they had never traveled in Europe or gone to college. Instead of serving the food at the head of the table, they expected us to dish it out by ourselves. But worst of all, they passed the serving bowls to the right.”


“To the right!” Morgan gasped, as if she had just been let in on a murder, “that’s what comes of admitting the wrong kind of people into society.”


I wanted to spit. The woman of my dreams—the one who had told me that girls with brains have to struggle—sounded like just another nitwit. Was this the same Lily who had talked thoughtfully about keys as we drove to that loveless apartment where her husband rendezvoused with some floozy? Already high-class, Lily had no need to put on airs. Only later did I decide that she was not one woman but two. The first, spoiled by beauty and wealth, never had to prove her true worth; the second, because of her savvy, wanted to have some say in the world and not be dismissed as merely a looker. I felt sorry for Lily. My guess was that if she spent as much time thinking about things that actually mattered as she did improving her wardrobe and face, she’d rank right up there with Madame Curie.


“I’ve come to ask you a favor,” said Lily, as Morgan gravitated to the small room housing Mr. C.’s antique collection. Her voice was warming up, readying itself to let me in on some fabulous secret. “Could we just step outside?” On the sidewalk, I could hear the ballet master in the studio upstairs: “Stretch, stretch, stretch!”


“You’re such a clever young woman. Do you know how to change a lock?” She laughed insipidly. “How silly of me. If you can pick one, surely you can change one. Right?”


“Right,” I said indifferently. I didn’t want her to think that she had taken me in by that ha-ha, ho-ho stuff of hers.


“Well,” said Lily, “remember that apartment on 68th Street? I’d like you to change the lock.”


“Who owns it?”


Looking me straight in the eye and dropping all pretense of gaiety, she replied: “My husband. He keeps it for his whore.”


Feeling that her candor deserved my collaboration, I said, “Don’t change the entire lock. He might get suspicious. I’ll just change the plug. That way it’s the same lock, but the old key won’t open it.”


“You are a marvel,” gushed Lily. “Won’t they both be deliciously inconvenienced.”


“I’ll bet the next-door neighbor tells them we called.”


“All the better. Then Brad will know that I know.”


“When does he get back?”


“Two days from now.”


“I could lose my job, if Mr. Courtney found out.”


“He won’t.”


Lily gave me her telephone number at home and asked me to call if I had any problems. Then she asked for mine. “I may have other work for you—you never can tell.”


Morgan was standing just inside the door, waiting for Lily. “I like new things,” remarked Morgan. “Those old locks remind me of dungeons. I prefer to keep my doors open.”


“That’s because you have nothing to hide,” Lily said rather smugly.


“Come,” Morgan directed, “I have scads of errands . . . and a hairdressing appointment at four.”


Lily leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. Slipping a greenback into my hand, she folded my fingers and said, “Don’t look till I’m gone.” A moment later only her perfume remained.


“Who was that?” asked one of the apprentices. “Some peach!”


“Great gams,” said another.


“A friend,” I answered, and finally opened my hand. Rolled up in my palm was a C-note, enough for several months’ rent and a few fancy duds.


The next evening, after work, I took a small bag of tools and returned to the apartment on 68th Street. In no time at all, I had removed the old plug and put in a new. Testing the keys, I opened and closed the door several times, causing enough noise to attract the attention of the neighbor next door. This time the snooper from 705—an elderly man in a bathrobe and slippers—opened the door and walked into the hall. He must have been suffering from some eye disease. Tears trickled down his unshaven face, and he kept dabbing his peepers with the arm of his corduroy robe.


“New people moving in?” he asked.


“Security service,” I answered. “We’re just checking to be sure all the locks work.”


“Really?”


“Want me to look at yours?”


“Would you?”


I stepped next door, tried the lock, and tapped some graphite into the keyhole. “Right as rain.”


“Thanks,” he said brightly, and shuffled into his apartment. Suddenly he stuck his head out and asked, “Ain’t you a girl?”


“A lot of people make that mistake.”


“Oh!” he said, looking startled, as if he had just had a great revelation, and disappeared. I could hear him fastening the safety chain.


Before leaving, I couldn’t resist one more peek inside 707. Letting myself in, I noticed for the first time a small whatnot wedged into a corner. The three shelves overflowed with knickknacks: a nutcracker in the shape of a woman’s legs, a miniature toilet seat inscribed, “Please drop in,” glass animals of the brutish sort (a rhino, water buffalo, hippo, and bull), some wax flowers, a small golden frame with a black velvet painting of Jesus, three soapstone monkeys (see no evil, hear no evil, and speak no evil), and a few other oddities that silly women often call “cute.”


In a dressing table drawer, I found a limerick signed “Brad.” I have it in front of me now. “Dear Gertie, in days of old, when knights were bold, before the rubber was invented, they’d leave their load inside her fold and walk away contented. Can’t wait for Cape May.” As I put the note in my pocket, I heard voices. Drat! I had left the door slightly ajar. But if I locked it and the voices outside were headed for 707, they would certainly wonder why the key didn’t work. There was no telling then how I’d ever get out. Better, I decided, to let them find the door open. So I grabbed my tool bag and slipped into the broom closet behind the front door. It’s lucky I’m small—just a shirt on a stick, Pop used to say—because the closet was only large enough for two brooms—the real one and me.


Before you could say “Jack Robinson,” I could hear the door slowly opening. A woman’s voice called, “Hello? Anyone here?”


“Maybe she’s in the neighborhood,” a man said.


“Naw, she probably just got a late start for Cape May and forgot to close the door behind her.”


“If that’s the case, let’s get on with the show.”


“Don’t be in such a rush, Nick.”


“I’m expected home in an hour—or Snookums will start asking questions.”


“Where’s the diamond you promised?”


“Listen, Francine, here’s a ten spot. I’ll bring you a stone as soon as A.R. pays me.”


“Introduce me sometime.”


“Forget it. You don’t travel in the same circles.”


“Whaddya mean? Ain’t I good enough?”


“Everything’s business with him. And you don’t have what he calls ins.”


“I’m sorry I asked.”


“Don’t be peeved.”


“I ain’t. Anyway, he’s just a kike.”


“So am I.”


“But you’re different: a pretty boy and suave. Him, he’s just a pudgy guy with capped teeth.”


“What do you say we get started?”


“Well, if all you want is a screw and a bolt, hop into bed and I’ll be with you in two shakes.”


“Your sister has . . . unusual taste. This nutcracker, for example.” “Gertie’s boyfriend gave it to her.”


“And the glass animals?”


“Them, too.”


“What about Jesus?”


“She bought that herself. Gertie’s very religious. Goes to church every Easter.”


“You mind if I close the bedroom door?”


“Go right ahead.”


I heard the door close. A minute later, I crept from the broom closet, noiselessly opened the front door, and darted down the hallway. Taking the stairs three at a time, I flew out the building and happily whistled “Ma, He’s Making Eyes at Me,”


I gave Mom the hundred dollars that Lily had slipped me, and the next morning I found twenty-five smackers tucked under my cereal bowl. With the dough in my pocket, I shot over to Fifth Avenue and 38th Street to look at Bonwit Teller’s pre-summer sale. Trying to emulate Lily, I bought a hand-embroidered dress of French cotton voile for eighteen-fifty, and white pumps with tan leather trimming for five-fifty. Now all I needed was a beau.


Two days later, a good-looking fellow slouched into the shop. His arms, wide as a weight lifter’s, and his hands, the size of a baseball mitt, made him look like an ape. At his side stood Lady Fatso, in mortal combat with the seams of her dress. The man asked for me. He said his wife, Lily, had given him my name. I tried my darndest not to look guilty.


“I need a key made for my apartment,” he said gruffly. “Something’s wrong with the one I have now. It won’t work.”


I’d half expected he’d come calling, so I’d prepared duplicate keys for 707. It was just a matter of pretending to cut him a new one. Of course, I could have charged him a sawbuck by accompanying him to the apartment and impressioning a blank for the new plug I’d installed. But since the old man in 705 could be a problem, I told Mr. Gillespie that if he would show me the old key, I could cut a new one right in the shop.


“Didn’t you hear me? I just said: it doesn’t work!”


“I understand.”


“Well?”


“Well, when your old key wouldn’t open the door, I’m sure you tried forcing it.”


“Yeah, that’s right,” he said with annoyance.


“Forcing a key always leaves marks. Give me your old key and I’ll make you a new one.”


He looked relieved.


“Smart kid,” said the woman.


Glancing around the shop, Mr. Gillespie grew expansive. “Quite a selection you have. Must be the best key shop in New York. Maybe America. Do you sell any bagels with your locks?”
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