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To the memory of my grandmother Florence Ferster Berger, 1918–2017





Prologue: January 20, 1939


Steam heat fogged the tall windows as Albert and I joined the crowd assembled in the lawyer’s office. A clerk with a clipboard ran around, establishing that everyone listed in the will was in attendance. “Helen Winthrope?” he asked. I nodded. It felt strange to see him check off my name. I hadn’t expected Jake to leave me anything, not after all he’d done for me while he was alive.


Chairs had been arranged as in a small classroom. Albert and I exchanged somber nods of recognition with the members of Jake’s household staff as we found seats in the back row. Ahead of us sat managers from the brewery and the realty company and the baseball team. Representatives from Lenox Hill Hospital and the Metropolitan Museum, anticipating major gifts, tried not to look too eager. Up front, Jake’s brother, George, sat with his sons and nephews, black bands fitted around the sleeves of their jackets. I assumed the women, swathed in black crepe with starling feathers bristling from their hats, were Jake’s sister and his nieces. I’d never been in the same room with them before.


It took a while for the lawyer to read through all the small bequests, gifts of five hundred or a thousand dollars to the many people who’d served Colonel Jacob Ruppert so well. Besides his chauffeur, he’d made provision for his laundress and his cook, for the brewmaster who was his oldest employee, and for the zookeeper who’d cared for his many animals. Jake had disbanded his kennel of Saint Bernards years ago, selling off the breeding stock and retaining only a few aging show dogs as pets. The peacocks would be left to wander Eagle’s Rest, I supposed, the next owners of the estate forced to take them on. The monkeys would be going to the Bronx Zoo, I learned. Thinking of them reminded me of when my little dog Pip died. I’d wrapped his body in a blanket and rushed up the Hudson to Eagle’s Rest to show his corpse to the rhesus female who loved him so. I knew she’d never stop pestering me if she didn’t understand in her own way that he was dead. She’d reached through the bars of her cage and taken my limp Pip in her arms, mourning him like a lost infant.


I returned my attention to the proceedings at the lawyer’s office. Jake left his collection of Chinese vases and jade carvings to the Metropolitan Museum, as expected. The bequest of one hundred thousand dollars to Lenox Hill Hospital seemed unaccountably large, I thought, given their failure to cure the phlebitis that killed him. Mr. Nakamura was recognized with a bequest of five thousand dollars, a handsome sum for a butler. When the lawyer announced that Albert had been left ten thousand dollars I took his hand, delighted that his years of loyal service as Jake’s personal secretary had been so generously acknowledged. A man could buy a comfortable house on Long Island for less than that. My mind wandered as I pictured myself helping Albert pick out curtains and carpets. Perhaps we could plant a garden. I imagined a patch of grass bordered with tiger lilies and black-eyed Susans, an apple tree that would flower in spring and fruit in the fall.


“To Miss Helen Winthrope—” The sound of my name pulled me back to the present. “I bequeath my estate known as Eagle’s Rest, along with all associated properties and contents.”


My fantasy about a brick bungalow on Long Island evaporated as I tried to absorb the idea that Eagle’s Rest was mine. I couldn’t understand why Jake had picked me for such an extravagant inheritance. I thought back to that day we’d first seen the property, Jake telling me how he wanted a house of his own where he could be himself with his family and friends. A lifelong bachelor who’d outlived three of his siblings, he didn’t have much family, but Albert and I had tried to make up for it. I remembered standing beside Jake on the widow’s walk of the old Victorian he’d torn down to make way for his new mansion. That’s where we saw that eagle carry off its prey. We’d been speaking of my father’s death—it was coming back to me now—and I’d been so relieved to learn he hadn’t died alone. I supposed that was what Jake wanted me to think of, because it could only be symbolic, this gift. How could a single woman possibly fill fifteen bedrooms? Besides, there was no way I could afford the upkeep. I supposed I’d have to sell it, peacocks and all, though who’d buy an estate like that in this Depression I had no idea. Since the Crash, the market was glutted with the abandoned mansions of impoverished millionaires. In the end, my inheritance might not amount to much more than Albert’s.


“—the sum of three hundred thousand dollars.”


A collective gasp sucked the air out of the room. I leaned over to Albert, my voice a whisper. “What did he say?”


“Three hundred thousand dollars.”


“Oh, who was that for?” I’d thought the museum and the hospital had been the biggest legacies.


Albert searched my face as if some secret message were written on my skin. “You, Helen. It’s for you.”


All the heads of all the people in all the chairs turned toward me. The room began to blur. I shut my eyes tight and yanked them open again, testing to see if I were in a dream.


The lawyer cleared his throat, his mouth giving voice to Jake’s words. “As to the remainder of my holdings, including all my various enterprises, as detailed below”—his eyes swept down the document until they landed again on solid ground—“and in particular the New York Yankees baseball team, of which I have been sole owner since 1923, I direct it be divided between my nieces—” He paused to indicate two women, both married now and known only by their husband’s names. I shifted in my seat, assuming we’d reached the end of the will. But he had one more name to read. “—and Miss Helen Winthrope, in three equal shares.” He lifted his head and scanned the room. “Thus concludes the reading of Jacob Ruppert’s will. Bequests shall be distributed once the will has been accepted by the probate court. If you would be so good as to make sure my clerk has your correct address on your way out?”


I would have fled the room right then but Albert pulled down on my arm. I hadn’t realized I was still holding his hand, squeezing it, really. I was afraid his knuckles might have cracked. I stretched open my fingers and saw that they were shaking.


“If the principal beneficiaries could remain.” The lawyer raised his voice over the hum of conversation. “There are some matters to discuss.”


Jake’s black-clad relatives huddled around the lawyer’s desk. They must have thought I was a gold-digging hussy, this unrelated woman who’d usurped their inheritance. Who would believe, now, that I was simply Jake’s friend? My stomach churned. “Albert, I don’t think I can spend another second in this room.” I asked him to stay for me and find out what they wanted; people were so used to seeing the two of us together, I figured we were interchangeable.


I must have gone white as marble to have inspired his look of panic. “Of course, Helen, let’s get you home. I’ll come by after it’s all settled.”


I didn’t even notice Albert putting my coat over my shoulders or leading me out to the sidewalk. The next thing I knew, I was dropping into the backseat of a cab, my knees watery. I grabbed his lapel before he could close the door. “Did you know?”


“No, Helen. I promise, I had no idea.”


“Come over as soon as you can.” I lifted my chin for a kiss, his lips quick on my mouth. I was halfway across Manhattan before it occurred to me I couldn’t feel my toes. Looking down at my feet, I saw from the state of my shoes that I must have carelessly stood in a puddle of slush, though I had no memory of even stepping off the curb. By the time I got home, the cold had risen up my legs until even my neck was stiff.


I hoped Clarence would be in the lobby, but he was nowhere in sight. I went up to the apartment I still shared with my mother, even after all these years. She was waiting in the doorway. At the sight of my shocked face, she asked, “What is it, Helen? Didn’t he leave you anything?”


I hugged my mother tight, bracing her for the astonishing news that her spinster daughter had been transformed into an heiress.
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Chapter 1


I was in my bedroom getting dressed when I heard the telephone ring. Disinterested, I finished hooking the buttons on my shoes. Let my mother get it, I thought. No one had called for me in ages, the drama agency that used to book me having apparently forgotten I existed in the months I’d been off the stage. It rang again. Realizing my mother must not be home, I went to answer it, my heel catching on the sports pages of the newspaper my little brother, Rex, had left strewn across the living room floor. I’d always wondered at the extravagance of having our own telephone when my mother was otherwise so careful to budget within the limits of the life insurance checks. Most of our neighbors in the building made do with the shared telephone in the lobby, where one of the custodian’s children was always alert for its ring. Tenants tipped a penny to have their messages delivered, the child’s pink palm eager for the bright coin, while my mother was billed five cents for every call.


Reaching for the telephone, I wondered if it might be Harrison calling. My heart jumped at the thought. I hadn’t heard his voice since he’d found me burning with fever on the floor of my dressing room at the Olde Playhouse. The last thing I remembered from that night was Harrison cradling my neck in his huge hand as he shouted for someone to call an ambulance. My next memory was opening my eyes to see my mother’s face hovering over the hospital bed. I was stunned when she told me that between those two moments more than a month had passed, the Christmas tree my brother and I had draped with tinsel long since tossed to the curb.


I didn’t blame Harrison for not visiting me in the hospital. With me so suddenly out of the lead, he had his hands full directing the play. He did send cards—for the first few weeks, at least. I’d hoped he’d come see me once I was back home, but then the pneumonia developed, plunging me into a fight for my life. Every inhalation was a skirmish in a battle that raged through the winter and into the spring. Even if my mother had allowed me visitors, I wouldn’t have had the breath to speak to them. Yet here I was, recovered at last, about to answer Harrison’s call in my own clear voice. My hand shook as I lifted the earpiece and said hello.


“Hello, Teresa?”


I dropped into the seat beside the telephone, disappointment taking me out at the knees. “I’m sorry, my mother’s not home.”


There was a pause so long I wondered if we were still connected. “This must be Helen.” The man pronounced it “zeese” so it rhymed with “geese,” and I wondered what accent it was. “I’m glad to know you’re up and out of bed, Helen. Are you feeling that much better?”


“Yes, I am better, thank you.” I thought he might be a tradesman—my mother had been keeping everyone in the neighborhood apprised of my progress—but I didn’t have a chance to ask to whom I was speaking before he started up again.


“You gave us a scare. Appendicitis is a serious thing. My dear sister Cornelia died of it. You shouldn’t have ignored the pain, no matter how much you wanted to play that part.”


German, I decided (“zee pain,” “zat part”), though I had to listen carefully to pick it up. Perhaps the butcher on Ninth Avenue where we got our pork chops? He always had been a busybody. “Don’t blame my appendix. If it had just been the surgery, I would’ve been better months ago.”


“Yes, of course, the pneumonia was an awful blow. Such a terrible time for your mother.”


“It was a terrible time for me.” I blurted out the petulant words before I could stop myself.


“Of course it was, Helen. You’ve come through quite an ordeal.”


I had, but I didn’t want to talk to the butcher about it. “Shall I take a message?”


“Don’t bother, I will call again.” The warm hum in the line disappeared as the connection ended.


I hung up with a shrug and glanced around the room, wondering what to do with myself. Though the doctor had declared me cured, my mother didn’t want me so much as taking the elevator to the lobby without the hired nurse holding my arm. I’d needed her help on those first forays outside, my limbs weak from disuse. As I’d gotten stronger, though, the constant fussing began to fray my nerves. It had been only a week since I’d convinced the nurse to stop coming by every day. And now my mother was out, too. Harrison may not have called me, but my heart sped back up at the realization there was no one to stop me from going to see him.


I regretted my outfit, an old shirtwaist tucked into a gray skirt, but I didn’t want to risk taking the time to change into something more flattering. Heading for the door, I glanced at the mirror in the hallway. What I saw was a far cry from the glamorous portrait I’d had done a year ago for the drama agency. The photographer had emphasized my eyes with mascara to balance my thin mouth and heavy chin. The result had been compelling, if not exactly beautiful. But so what if I didn’t have the face of a Gibson girl? I didn’t aspire to be a nameless beauty in some chorus line. Fascinating and full of character, like Sarah Bernhardt or Charlotte Cushman: that was the kind of actress I’d wanted to be. Still did, if I could find a way to get back on the stage. Grabbing my jacket and pinning on a hat, I let myself out of the apartment.


I expected to see Clarence downstairs, but he wasn’t on the stool by the door where he usually perched, ready to welcome a tenant or receive a package. When we were both kids, our routines used to match so perfectly that any hour we weren’t in a classroom I could find him in the lobby, but his schedule had become unpredictable now that he was in college. It was just as well he wasn’t around. Clarence had been so worried about me these past few months, I knew he wouldn’t approve of me going out on my own.


Anxious to avoid running into my mother, I took fast steps up the block, stopping at the corner of Broadway to catch my breath. After the isolation of my sickbed, it felt good to be soaking in the life of the city again. The subway rumbled beneath my feet as I navigated the tide of people rushing along the sidewalk. A blinkered dray horse harnessed to a milk cart whinnied and stomped while the traffic cop’s whistle tried to control the chaos of streetcars and automobiles in the road. On every corner, newsies shouted out the day’s headlines: Germany Bombards Paris! American Troops Arrive on British Front! Liberty Bond Campaign Raises Millions! But I didn’t want to think about the war or gas attacks or ship sinkings. Avoiding the newsstand, I turned down one of the streets off Times Square.


I walked the long blocks until I crossed Tenth Avenue and there it was, the Olde Playhouse. I’d read in the paper that Harrison had a new play opening in a couple of weeks, but the last show hadn’t closed yet, which meant they’d still be in morning rehearsals. I anticipated the look of delight and surprise on his face as I appeared backstage. Maybe seeing me again would make him realize what a mistake it had been to end things between us. I’d be less shy this time around, I told myself, and more careful, too, if only he’d give me a second chance.


The marquee lights were off and the main entrance closed, but the side door was usually left unlocked during rehearsals. I tugged on the handle and it swung open with a familiar groan. In daylight, the lobby looked shabby, the Italian marble dull from decades of scrubbing, the flocked wallpaper worn thin, the velvet curtains threadbare. Come evening, though, when the lighting was right, it would glow with the promise of sophisticated entertainment. I’d been impressed when I came here last fall to audition, hoping to land a small part in Joseph Harrison’s latest play. I was crestfallen when the great director assessed my performance as too subtle for the role of the sister and too restrained for the maid. Harrison chewed on an unlit pipe and considered my fate while I stood stranded at center stage. When he proclaimed he’d found his leading lady, I’d nearly fainted with elation. I couldn’t believe it had finally paid off—the years of living at home to economize, the dead-end jobs after high school to pay for acting classes, the endless auditions, the inevitable rejections. I had no idea, that day, how fleeting it all would be.


Richard Martin, the Olde Playhouse’s venerable owner, was behind the ticket window sifting through a pile of paperwork. He spotted me and stuck his head out, his reading glasses sliding off the end of his nose and swinging from the chain around his neck. “Helen Winthrope, what a sight for sore eyes! I thought you were in a sanatorium out in New Mexico.”


I’d wondered what people were saying about me; the rumors had obviously taken on a life of their own. “No, I was right here in Manhattan. How’s everything with you?”


“Oh, the usual, on the brink of disaster, but that’s the theater for you. I should have sold out decades ago.” Sighing heavily, he wiped his forehead with a crumpled handkerchief.


Having been an invalid so recently myself, I recognized his exhaustion. “Aren’t you well, Richard?”


“I haven’t been exactly well for years, but what can I do? This place would fall apart without me.”


I told him he was the heart and soul of the Playhouse, but that he really should take care of himself. He waved away my concern as we fell into gossip about the closing of the current play and the opening of the next. I said I was surprised that he’d brought Harrison back to direct again.


Richard rolled his eyes. “He’s a brute, of course, but the man’s a genius. It wasn’t his fault his last production ended its run in the red. Jessica couldn’t carry the part the way you would have.” A painful expression clouded his face. “You do know his new play’s been cast already?”


I pointed to a poster on the wall. “I see he’s given Jessica the lead again.”


“The man doesn’t always think with his brains, if you know what I mean.” Richard gave my hand a squeeze and settled his glasses on his nose, turning his attention back to his paperwork. I tried to sound casual as I asked if Harrison was backstage, but Richard said he hadn’t arrived yet. How typical for him to be running late; he’d always hated morning rehearsals.


I went into the empty house and sat in the back row, shifting uncomfortably on the lumpy horsehair seat. The Olde Playhouse was an intimate space, without a balcony or boxes, the tin ceiling still darkened by smoke from before the gaslights had been converted to electric. Compared to the moving picture palaces that were going up all over Manhattan it was downright cramped, but I loved its old-fashioned charm. Not that it couldn’t do with a few improvements, new seats being at the top of a long list.


Behind me, a waft of air from the lobby stirred the curtains as Harrison strode into the house. I drew an excited breath—then held it as I saw Jessica Kingston clinging to his arm. Jessica Kingston my foot, I thought. When we’d first met in acting class, her name was still Jadwiga Kwiatkowska.


I forced myself to exhale. “Harrison.”


He stopped and turned. “Helen, my God. We heard you’d gone to Colorado for the cure.” He shook Jadwiga off his arm. “Jessica, go on, I’ll be right behind you.”


“Don’t be long, Harrison, we’re late as it is.” She gave me a hard stare. “Nice to see you again, Helen.”


I moved over so he could sit beside me, his bulk making the seat groan. Joseph Harrison was one of those men whose confidence in his own genius generated a kind of magnetic field that drew women to him, despite his sour odor and bulging gut. I couldn’t resist the thrill I felt at his proximity as he stretched a heavy arm behind my shoulders. I asked what gave him the idea I was out west. Turned out, I had my mother to blame, not him. He’d tried to see me but she’d told him I was off recovering in a sanatorium. He assumed I had tuberculosis.


“No, I developed pneumonia after the appendectomy. My mother took care of me at home.”


He turned the full force of his gaze on me. “She must be a good nurse. You’re looking wonderful, Helen.”


Fast as the flash people see when their lives are in danger, the entirety of our relationship played out in my mind. I remembered how, despite his initial enthusiasm at casting me, he became frustrated with my performance as rehearsals commenced. He invited me out for a late supper one night so we could discuss the role. Over glasses of wine, he urged me to draw on my experience of passion to fully inhabit the part. My blank look prompted him to ask if I was still a virgin. The blush on my cheeks gave him his answer. “That’s the problem, then. Your lack of sex experience is inhibiting you as an artist.” He himself was an advocate of free relations, he explained. He believed in love given and taken without obligation or expectation. He would never ask a woman to sacrifice her individuality or her career on his behalf—as he himself would refuse to sacrifice either for a woman’s sake. Didn’t I agree, he asked, in freedom for women equal to the freedom enjoyed by men? Overwhelmed by his words and the wine, I nodded. “Don’t you see, Helen? To be a great actress, you need to have a complete experience of life, including the physical act of love.”


I felt ridiculously naive in that moment to think that the only kisses I’d known were staged ones in acting class. Except, of course, for my first kiss on the fire escape with Clarence. But we were only fourteen then, still kids really. If I’d felt any stirrings of passion they’d been knocked out of me by the sting of my mother’s slap across my face. Her reaction had shocked me. Lots of my friends in eighth grade were kissing boys, I argued. That may be true, my mother said as she washed my mouth out with soap, but she was damn sure none of those boys were Negroes.


On my next date with Harrison, a cold supper with chilled champagne in his apartment, I boldly asked him to provide me with the experience I so obviously lacked. It wasn’t the romantic scene I’d imagined, which in my mind had culminated in being carried to a bedroom discreetly offstage. I hadn’t anticipated the fleshy reality of his nakedness, thick hair matted to his pasty skin and pimples scattered across his back like bread crumbs for pigeons. As his sweat dripped into my eyes, I wondered what aspect of the sex experience was supposed to leave me feeling more complete. But afterward, as he stroked my hair and called me his dear girl, his tenderness unhinged my heart. Having already been broken in childhood by my father’s death, it didn’t take much to crack it open. And oh, what a hungry heart mine was.


When the affair came to an abrupt end, I blamed myself for being too inept to hold his interest. If we’d continued, I was sure I’d have learned to give him more variety, even to take pleasure in it myself. But there never seemed much for me to do once he’d removed my clothes and directed me to recline on the bed. When his wandering eye turned to Jessica, Harrison set me adrift to interpret the role on my own. Though our affair had lasted mere weeks, heartbreak was the only word for the ache in my chest as I watched them go off together. My foray into free love hadn’t helped me understand the character I was playing, but competing for Harrison’s attention onstage did intensify my performance. I consoled myself that his praise of my acting was more important than who went home with him once the curtain fell. By the time I understood the trouble I was in, it seemed too late to turn to him for help.


I came back to the present moment, in which Harrison’s meaty hand had found its way to the back of my neck. “I was worried sick about you, Helen.”


“But you managed without me, I see.”


“Oh, well, the show must go on and all that. Are you interested in auditioning? This play’s been cast, but I do have a new project coming up.”


I stared into his eyes, all their sapphire intensity seemingly focused on me. Except I could sense his distraction as he thought of the actors waiting for him to begin rehearsal. As he assessed whether it would be worth his while to break it off with Jessica and take up with me again. As he wondered whether he should have supper at the little restaurant we used to go to. He’d forgotten about that place, I imagined him thinking, but seeing me reminded him how much he liked the steaks there.


Suddenly I could see him clearly: a genius, yes, but a selfish glutton, too, incapable of returning the feelings he’d stirred in me. I felt foolish for coming to see him. Suddenly I wanted nothing more than to get as far from him as I could. “No, I can’t think about acting yet. I still haven’t recovered my full strength.” I shrugged his hand off and stood. “Best of luck with the new production.”


“You know better than to jinx me like that, Helen.” He hoisted himself to his feet. I dodged the wet kiss he tried to plant on my cheek and hurried up the aisle. In the lobby, my conflicted emotions got the better of me. Light-headed, I sank onto an upholstered bench, inhaling deeply and exhaling slowly, a lung exercise the hired nurse had made me practice.


Richard appeared with a glass of water. “You’re better off without him, Helen. You must know that.”


I accepted the water gratefully. “You’re right, I know. I wasn’t hoping to get him back, I just wanted to tell him something.”


“Did you?”


“No, but it doesn’t matter anymore.”


He took back the empty glass. “Listen, Helen, if you’re looking for something to do, I could use your help sorting through the papers here. I haven’t been able to keep up with things as well as I should and I’ve dug myself into something of a hole. It shouldn’t be a difficult job, and I’d pay you, of course. Maybe you could come by tomorrow? After rehearsals, so you won’t run into Harrison.”


I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to take on a job, even one as easy as sorting paperwork, but Richard seemed so desperate I agreed. At least it would give me a reason to get out of the house, I thought, as I walked back toward Broadway. I wanted to get back on the stage, of course, but it would be a while before I had the stamina for eight shows a week. In the meantime, I could use the money I earned to pay for an acting class. It would do me good to practice my craft before asking the drama agency to start sending me out on auditions again.


I’d been sick for so long I’d forgotten what it felt like to think about tomorrow, but why shouldn’t I? I was only twenty-one. I had my whole life ahead of me. I put Harrison and the past out of my mind as I set my sights on the future.





Chapter 2


“Be careful you don’t break your neck, Mr. Kramer!” my landlady exclaimed. She was washing the stoop and in my haste that morning, I’d nearly kicked over her scrub bucket.


“Sorry about that, Mrs. Santalucia,” I called back as I rushed down the steps. In Washington Square Park, I ran past children playing by the fountain and old men scattering bread for pigeons without so much as a glance at the soldiers loitering under the Arch. After waiting impatiently for the traffic cop’s whistle, I dashed across Astor Place to the Third Avenue El, taking the stairs two at a time. Out on the platform I looked down toward the Bowery, the track stretching away like a flattened roller coaster, as if my gaze could draw the train any faster. When the vibration in the wooden boards beneath my feet announced the train’s arrival, I checked my wristwatch and finally relaxed. I’d been late only once since becoming Jacob Ruppert’s personal secretary, but a single experience of his withering disapproval had been enough.


Dropping into an empty seat, I pulled my hat down over my eyes. I’d stayed out too late the night before and was hoping to get some rest as we continued uptown, but more commuters crowded on at every stop until the aisle was thick with straphangers, their briefcases and bags bumping my shoulder. When we lurched away from 76th Street, the man standing in front of me lost his footing and stumbled, his shin wedged between my knees. He righted himself and caught my eye to mutter an apology before looking down at the newspaper in his hand. He was handsome, a masculine type, with dark hair and strong features. I was still looking up at him when his eyes swung back to me and lingered for a moment before sliding away again.


I knew what I would have done if we’d been on the street and he glanced back at me like that: put a cigarette between my lips and ask for a light. It was the easiest way. Any man in the city would stop to give a fellow a light, packs of matches ubiquitous in men’s pockets. He’d strike the match and cup his hands as I lowered the tip of my cigarette to the offered flame. A man who wasn’t interested in my sort would keep his eyes on the glowing tip of the cigarette and wave out the match as soon as the tobacco started to burn. But a man like me (or rather, a man who liked men like me) would lift his eyes from the burning match to find me staring up at him. He’d hold my gaze until, perhaps, the match burned his fingers. He’d toss it away, cursing, and I’d offer to buy him a drink to make up for it—there was hardly a block in Manhattan where two men couldn’t step in off the street for a friendly drink. If he said yes, well, it wouldn’t be long before I knew whether or not we were part of the same world.


But smoking wasn’t permitted on the train, and anyway (I discovered as I patted my shirt pocket), I’d left mine on the nightstand in my hurry to get dressed. What I did have in my pocket were the ballet tickets Paul had given me for Sunday night. I could use them, I decided. I’d done it before with opera tickets, the question “Do you like the opera?” dropped casually into conversation with an attractive stranger. If the fellow said he did, I’d follow with a story about being stuck with an extra ticket and how I was looking to give it to someone who appreciated that sort of thing. A few days later we’d meet up at the performance and if, as the lights went down, our knees began to touch, then I’d know how our night might end.


What I needed, I realized, as the train stopped at 84th Street, was for some old crone to hobble on to whom I could gallantly offer my seat, leaving me no choice but to grab the strap next to the man who’d stumbled into me. Then, as the train lurched away from the platform, I could sway into him, apologize for my clumsiness, and strike up a conversation.


But no old crones did get on and the next stop was mine. I looked up at the man again, hoping to catch his eye, but he was still staring at his paper. As the train applied its brakes I readied myself to get off, piqued over the missed opportunity. Just as I stood up, however, a heavily pregnant woman waddled on. I waved her to my seat and grabbed a strap, pretending that had been my intention all along. As the doors closed, I checked my wristwatch. There was only enough time to ride to the next stop. I’d have to talk fast.


The train pulled out and I readied an apology as I swayed—into nothing. No one was beside me. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the man had taken an empty seat across the car. He lifted his eyes, saw me looking at him, and snapped his paper open, ducking his head behind the newsprint.


I felt a fool hanging there as the train chugged past my workplace. As soon as the doors opened at 99th Street I ran across the platform, through the waiting room, and down the stairs. I decided riding back would be faster than walking, so I dodged traffic to cross Third Avenue, panicking as I heard a train rumble above my head until I realized it was the express. I raced up the stairs to the downtown side of the El and dropped my second nickel of the morning into the turnstile. Through the stained-glass windows of the waiting room I saw a thin crowd milling on the platform. Pausing to catch my breath, I put my hand to my chest and felt my heart beat its irregular rhythm. When the train came along, the car was jammed and I had to shove my way on, the door closing practically on my nose. Pressed up against the glass, I looked directly into the upper windows of passing apartments, men swilling coffee and women nursing babies an arm’s length away.


In a couple of blocks, the residential buildings gave way to industry, and soon everything I could see belonged to Colonel Ruppert: the ice factory and the grain silo, the train spur and the warehouse, the new garage and the old stable, and finally, through the massive windows of the brewery itself, the gleaming copper kettles that had made his fortune.


I got off at 89th Street, shaking my head over my misadventure. At the newsstand below the station I grabbed the World and the New York Times, then looked around for the Staats-Zietung but couldn’t find it. When I asked, the man drew it out from under the counter as if it were pornography. “Had some soldiers up here the other day harassing me about selling a German paper while we’re at war with the Kaiser,” he said, giving me a look that seemed to ask why I wasn’t in uniform myself. I paid him and took the papers, my heart murmur and color blindness none of his business.


The smell of malt was thick in the air as I entered the brewery. After greeting the receptionist I called for the elevator to take me upstairs to the offices. I’d been surprised by the building’s opulence when I’d come here a year ago to interview for my job with the Colonel, but by now I was used to the inlaid oak paneling and polished marble floors. In the anteroom to the president’s office, two desks faced each other across an expansive Persian carpet. I nodded at Miss Grunwald before setting the newspapers on my desk and taking off my hat.


“Cutting it rather close, aren’t you, Mr. Kramer?”


Before I could answer, the cuckoo in the Black Forest clock on the wall poked out its head and chirped the hour—nine o’clock. “I had some trouble with the train,” I said. “How are you today?”


“As well as can be expected, Mr. Kramer.” Miss Grunwald was a holdover from the last century and she looked it, too, with her long skirt and pinned-up braids. She’d been wary of me at first, unsure why the Colonel needed a personal secretary when she’d been secretary to the president of the brewery since his father’s time. We’d since grown used to each other, but I knew that, as far as she was concerned, I was little more than a millionaire’s fashionable accessory. She peered at me through her wire-frame glasses. “You’re looking cheerful this morning, Mr. Kramer.” I wasn’t sure what she meant by that but before I could ask, in walked the Colonel.


Though a man of modest stature, Jacob Ruppert cut an imposing figure. From his starched collars to his polished shoes, he was always impeccably dressed—I’d never seen him in anything less than a tailored three-piece suit no matter the season, though in summer he did swap out his bowler hat for a straw boater. He kept his broad cheeks clean-shaven and the mustache above his thin lips groomed to transparency. His blocky head was out of proportion to his narrow shoulders and tiny feet, but his stern face made you feel he was looking down on you even if he had to crane his stubby neck to meet your eye.


As the Colonel passed Miss Grunwald’s desk, he gave her a tip of his hat and wished her good morning. Though he’d been born right here in New York, he spoke with a German accent, the result of his family keeping up the language at home. Turning to me with a curt nod, he said simply, “Kramer.”


“Good morning, Colonel.” Normally these brief greetings hardly broke his stride, but this morning he paused and scowled at me for a moment. Imagining he somehow knew I’d nearly been late, I regretted again my foolishness on the train.


Once he disappeared into his office, there was no need to instruct us in what came next. After exactly two minutes, Miss Grunwald gathered up the brewery’s business and gave a single rap of her knuckles on the door, then waited with her hand on the knob for his muffled call of komm herein.


I busied myself with the correspondence piled on my desk, slicing open envelopes and assessing their contents, jotting down notes on a stenographer’s pad, though I knew less than nothing about shorthand. Indeed, my only qualifications for the job were my uncle’s recommendation and my degree in Germanic languages from Princeton. I had no business training whatsoever. I didn’t even like beer.


When Miss Grunwald came out of the Colonel’s office, she held the door ajar for me. “He’s ready for you now, Mr. Kramer.”


With some trepidation, I gathered up my notes and went into his office. Gilt-framed oil paintings hung from the oak-paneled walls and dust motes danced in the light streaming in through spotless windows. Behind a broad walnut desk, the Colonel, hatless, sat centered between the telephone and a Chinese vase fitted as a lamp. He gestured me closer. “Go ahead, Kramer.”


I flipped a page on my notepad. “The members of the Brewers’ Association are getting nervous, now that Massachusetts has ratified. They’re asking for an emergency meeting to plan strategy in case the amendment becomes law.”


“Prohibition will never pass as long as women don’t have the vote. It’s just those frontier states trying to tell the rest of the country how to live.” I almost interrupted to remind him that Virginia and Delaware had ratified before Montana and Texas, but I held my tongue. “Anyway, intoxicating liquor isn’t the same as beer. Beer is food. You can raise babies on it. Put them off until the annual assembly. What’s next?”


“Miller Huggins sent a note asking to see you this morning.”


“Am I free?”


“You don’t have anything until that man from the orphanage at noon.”


He tilted back in his chair. “What’s that about, a donation?”


“No, real estate.” I checked my notes. “Felix Stern. He wants to sell the property and thought it might interest you.”


“What did they do, run out of orphans?”


I smiled at his joke. “I’m not sure, but the property’s two entire blocks. It’s in Harlem, between Broadway and Amsterdam. They already have the cross street closed. He says it’s five acres.”


“Five acres?” The Colonel got a distant look in his eye as I imagined him visualizing a map of Manhattan. “My engineers would prefer ten, but that seems impossible to come by in the city. What else?”


At twelve thirty he had lunch in the private dining room with his brother, George, who ran the daily operations at the brewery, followed by their usual game of pool in the billiards room. In the afternoon he had meetings with his real estate lawyer and his public relations man. “After three o’clock your calendar is clear until your dinner at Delmonico’s with Mr. Astor.” I flipped a page on my pad. “Oh, and Ethel Barrymore’s starring in a new comedy at the Empire Theatre, the reviews have been very good. I had tickets set aside for you at the box office in case you cared to attend on Saturday.”


He nodded. I sensed his satisfaction at my efficiency, the way I’d come to know his routines and habits. “Anything else?”


“That’s all, sir.”


I turned to go, but he cleared his throat. “That bow tie, Kramer.”


“Is something wrong, Colonel?”


“Rather festive for the office, don’t you think?”


I put my hand to my neck. “Isn’t it brown?”


“I forget, you’re color-blind, aren’t you? No, Kramer, it’s not brown. It’s red, bright red.”


I felt the blood drain from my face. It really was of no consequence, but I tended to panic anytime my worlds collided, even in as innocent a way as this. “I must have picked it out by mistake.”


“Of course you did. Come here.” He rose from his desk and went over to a closet where he kept a change of clothes in case he needed to go directly from the office to an evening affair. He offered me a bow tie that was unmistakably black. “Take that one off.”


“Certainly, sir.” I undid the knot and pulled the offensive tie from around my collar. I reached for the black one, thinking I’d go put it on in the washroom, but instead he stepped close and looped it around my neck. He began to tie it for me, our faces inches apart. I could smell the peppermint on his breath.


“That’s better.” He tugged the knot into place and stepped back. “I can’t have people mistaking my personal secretary for a window dresser, can I, Kramer?”


I had assumed he objected to the tie because it was too colorful for a place of business. I hadn’t expected him to understand its other meaning as the calling card of a pansy. “Of course not, sir.”


He stuffed the red silk into my pocket. “Let me know when Huggins arrives.”


“Yes, sir.”


I gathered up my notes while the Colonel went back to his desk and dialed the telephone. As I closed the door behind me, I heard him say, “Hello, Teresa?”





Chapter 3


Exhaustion caught up to me as I got home from the Olde Playhouse. When Clarence saw me staggering up the walk, he ran out to take my arm. Grateful, I allowed the weight of my elbow to sink into his steady hand. He steered me into the lobby, sweeping a newspaper off his stool and sitting me down. “What were you thinking, Helen? You know you shouldn’t be out on your own.”


“That’s what you say, but see? I made it home all by myself. I am tired, though.”


“You’re lucky to be alive, girl.” He turned my wrist over to measure the pulse of my blue veins, his brown fingers warm against my pale skin. I looked at his face, so different from mine yet more familiar to me than my own brother’s. Rex had only been five years old when our mother moved us to Manhattan, so hard on the heels of our father’s death I was in a daze all that summer before the start of sixth grade. It was Clarence who’d introduced me to the city, teaching me how a single nickel dropped into a turnstile of the El could buy us an endless flying carpet ride above the streets of New York. I remembered standing in the vestibule between the train cars, our hands gripping the swaying chains, while he tutored me in the geography of the city.


“We almost lost you, Helen. That’s not something to play around with.” His breath, as he spoke, was scented with clove.


“You worry too much, Clarence. I’m a grown woman, not one of your little sisters. Anyway, now you know how I feel about you enlisting with that Negro regiment. You’ll be risking your life, and for what? What have the Germans ever done to you?”


“You’re not going to change the subject by bringing that up again. We’re talking about you, Helen. Where did you go?”


I reclaimed my wrist and dropped my eyes. “To the Olde Playhouse.”


“Not to see that director, I hope.” Clarence had been up late studying in the lobby one night when Harrison dropped me off. What kind of man, he’d asked, would leave a woman at the curb in the middle of the night? Though I’d defended Harrison at the time, I was inclined now to agree with Clarence’s assessment of his character.


“No, not to see him. But I did see him, and it was fine. I’m fine, Clarence, really I am.”


“He better not come around here is all I’m saying. Let’s get you up to your mother before she comes looking for you.” Taking my arm, he led me to the elevator. He reached in to press the button for my floor, our faces so close I could see hints of green in the brown of his eyes, like moss on tree bark. I resisted an urge to rest my forehead against his rib cage.


My mother yanked open our door as soon as she heard the scrape of my key in the lock. “Thank God, Helen. I’ve been worried sick.”


That morning, I’d felt brave sneaking out of the apartment. Now, I felt guilty for the wrinkles that marred her mouth. Growing up, she’d been the prettiest of all the mothers, her blond hair curling sweetly around her slender neck, her eyes like gemstones in her delicate face. She was still beautiful, though the years since my father’s death had taken their toll. I remembered how, when I was a girl, people who saw us together often said I must have gotten my looks from my dad. I knew it wasn’t meant as a compliment, but I took it as one. As far as I was concerned, my father was the best man in the world.


I tried to sound casual, but she could see how worn out I was. “I’m sorry, Mom. It was such a nice day, I just wanted to go for a walk.” I dodged her questions about where’d I’d been by saying I needed to lie down. Before I went into my bedroom, though, I remembered to tell her the butcher had telephoned.


“The butcher?”


“I think that’s who it was. He sounded German. Anyway, he asked for you.”


“German? Oh, Helen, that must have been Jacob Ruppert.”


“Ruppert?” I shuddered to say his name. “Why would he be calling?”


“He calls me every year. Don’t you know what day it is?”


I looked across the living room at the calendar on the wall. My sense of time had been disrupted by the months of illness—my own birthday in March had come and gone unremarked—but seeing the numbered square on the month of May, I was ashamed of myself for not noticing sooner. “I can’t believe I forgot.”


She came over and brushed the hair back from my forehead. “I can hardly expect you to remember the anniversary of your father’s death, not after everything you’ve been through.”


I hugged her close. “I’m sorry just the same.” Leaning back, I asked, “But why does Ruppert call? Does he still feel so guilty about Daddy?”


“I hope not. Your father’s death was an accident. The coroner was clear about that. Even so, he does feel responsible.”


And well he should, I thought, shutting my door. I flopped onto the bed, my shirtwaist twisting around my chest as my thoughts were pulled back to childhood. I supposed it was the texture of nostalgia that made those years seem so idyllic. I smiled to recall the Saturday mornings when I’d evade my mother in the kitchen, skipping across the backyard to my father’s garage. I could still picture that big barn door rolled open, its contents displayed like a diorama: walls studded with hooks from which hung loops of wire and chain; shelves weighed down by tubs of grease and cans of oil; a wooden workbench fitted with clamps and strewn with saws and screwdrivers. I’d find my father with a tool belt buckled around his stained overalls, crouching next to a disassembled machine or standing at his workbench fixing a gear. I’d enter and he’d look up, squinting against the sunlight behind me, his kind face bracketed by thick sideburns. Instead of sending me away, he’d gesture with his chin to a hook on the wall. “Better put on a smock,” he’d say.


When I was little it had been a novelty that made the neighbors smile, the way Jerry Winthrope’s daughter could hand him any tool he asked for. As I got older, though, my mother cringed to see me handling tools with dirt under my nails. She’d expected my interest in the garage to disappear as I grew into a proper girl, but there I was, finishing fifth grade and still eager to fix an engine. No one seemed to care that I was better at mechanics than housework. Everyone said eventually I’d have to learn how to bake biscuits and stitch quilts and knit scarves and every other thing a girl needed to know—but not if I could help it.


That morning, I tied the smock over my dress and joined him at the workbench. Glancing at the gear in his hand, I selected a slender screwdriver with a flat head and a worn wooden handle. He grunted appreciatively as he fit it perfectly into the screw on the shaft. “So, Helen, what do you think of that?” He pointed to a dark corner of the garage. I approached what looked like a complicated bicycle with big white wheels. Between the chrome handlebars and the leather seat was a cylindrical tank emblazoned with the word INDIAN. Dad went over to the window and opened the shutters. Sunlight streamed in, making the gilt letters glow.


“Is it a motorized bicycle?”


“A motorcycle. Built for racing. They say it can go fifty miles an hour. The company loaned it to me so I can learn how to maintain it, but I’ll earn a commission if I sell it.”


“It’s beautiful.” I ran my hand across the bright handlebars. “Can’t we keep it?”


“Not unless you have three hundred and sixty dollars saved up that I don’t know about. But I am thinking of branching out into sales. That’s where the real money is nowadays.” He put an arm around my shoulders. I looked up at the hollow place at the base of his neck where tufts of hair peeked through his open collar. The tang of bleach cut through the musty smell from under his arm as I inhaled my father’s familiar scent.


The sound of an approaching engine drove us apart. The most magnificent automobile I’d ever seen pulled up to the garage. Behind its ornamented brass grille, the body of the car dipped nearly to the ground while its fenders arched up like wings over the huge tires. My father whistled. “That’s a brand-new American Underslung Roadster.” The engine switched off and black smoke coughed from the tailpipe. “With an oil leak.”


The driver slid across the tufted leather seat and stepped out of the car, removing his gloves and driving goggles. Black hair swooped back from a broad forehead above dark eyes set in a stern face. “That’s right. My chauffeur can’t make heads or tails of it. I said to myself, if Jerry Winthrope can’t fix it, no one can.” The strange way he talked reminded me of my friend Gretchen’s grandpa. He extended his hand, a gold cuff link winking in the white fold of his shirtsleeve. “How have you been, Jerry?”


My father slid his palms down his overalls to wipe away the grease, then took the man’s small hand in both of his own. “I’ve been good, Jake. It’s good to see you. How long has it been?”


“It’s been a dozen years since my father stopped racing his trotters. I suppose that was the last summer you came down to Linwood. Do you still race?”


“Not horses, no, not since I got into engines. I heard you sold off your stable.”


“Belmont was too crooked for me. I don’t mind losing a fair race, but I hate to be cheated.”


“Admit it, Jake.” My dad, laughing, finally let go of the man’s hand. “You hate to lose, period, full stop.”


“I forget how well you know me, Jerry.” He turned to me. “And who do we have here?”


“This is my daughter. Helen, meet Colonel Jacob Ruppert.”


I managed a shy hello in response to his rather formal bow. He glanced at my stained smock and dirty hands. “Is this what the new century is coming to, Jerry? We have girl mechanics now?”


I smiled, liking the idea. “I help my daddy whenever I can.”


He frowned. “And what does your mother think of that?”


“She thinks girls should keep house, but I want to do other things.”


The two men’s eyes met and they shared a laugh. “You’ve got yourself a suffragette here, Jerry. I hope she’s not for temperance, too. Say, what’s that?” Dad and I trailed after Colonel Ruppert as he stepped toward the back of the garage. “Now there’s a beautiful motorcycle.”


“It’s brand new. Indian started producing a factory model, but it’s still fast enough to be a racer.”


Remembering what my dad had said about earning a commission, I spoke up. “It can go fifty miles an hour.”


Colonel Ruppert whistled. “Fifty miles an hour is almost as fast as my Roadster.”


“I bet it can go even faster than that,” Dad said, picking up on my sales pitch. “Do you want to try it out, Jake? If you like it I can sell it to you.”


A car horn sounded in the street. “That will be my chauffeur. I had him follow me up from the estate.”


I sidled closer. “Are you neighbors with the Vanderbilts and the Astors?”


Colonel Ruppert gave me a searching look. “Linwood is not exactly in Hyde Park, but we do visit. So, Jerry, can you fix my Roadster?”


“It’s probably a gasket or a bad seal. I expect I’ll have it done for you tomorrow afternoon.”


“I’ll come back then. How fast did you say that motorcycle can go?”


“I’ve heard of it getting up to sixty.”


“If that’s true I might just want it. There’s nothing like going fast, is there, Helen?” I shook my head, though I couldn’t begin to imagine what the world would look like whipping by at such speed. “Until tomorrow, then, Jerry.” Colonel Ruppert got into the back of a black Packard, complete with a hard roof and glass windows, and motored down the street.


Dad combed his fingers through my hair. “Jake seemed pretty taken with the motorcycle, didn’t he, Helen? I’d make a fortune if those millionaires from the estates started buying from me. I might have to turn you into a girl mechanic after all.”


I shuddered now to remember how proud I’d felt that day for having spoken up about the motorcycle. If only I’d kept my mouth shut, my father might still be alive. We might all still be living upstate in our little house. I might have even become a mechanic—but no, that was taking my ‘what ifs’ too far, I thought, turning over in bed and punching my pillow. Still, I blamed myself for bragging to Ruppert about the Indian’s speed. When he came back the next day, he challenged my dad to a race. If the Indian could beat his Roadster he’d buy it on the spot, he said, displaying the cash to prove it. The very last time I saw my father, he was kick-starting the engine and fitting driving goggles over his eyes.


It had been years since I allowed myself to think about what happened next. I’d been in the living room, watching my little brother and darning socks, a hated task my mother insisted I accomplish. I’d finished one sock and was starting on another when a fist began to bang on the front door. Rex looked up from his building blocks spread across the braided rug. Still holding the darning egg, I opened the door. Colonel Ruppert was standing there, his canvas duster smeared with mud and blood. I squinted up at his dirty face, eyes outlined like a raccoon’s from the driving goggles that hung, forgotten, around his neck. Fear rose up in me, freezing my lungs so that I could hardly breathe.


He scanned the room with shocked eyes. Seeing it was only us children, he put his hands on my shoulders and turned me away from him. With a nudge, he pushed me forward. “Go get your mother, Helen, then take your brother outside.”


She was out back taking in the laundry from the line, a pouch of clothespins at her waist. Too frightened to speak, I beckoned her wordlessly. Not knowing what was the matter, she picked up the laundry basket before following me into the house. Colonel Ruppert still stood in the doorway, the afternoon sun rendering him a shadow.


“Teresa, I’m so sorry.”


The choke in his voice told my mother all she needed to know. She dropped the basket, clean clothes unfolding themselves as they fell. I took Rex by the hand and dragged him outside. We huddled on the back porch, the sound of our mother’s cries reaching us through an open window. Across the lawn, the doors of Daddy’s garage stood open, as if expecting his return.


The coroner declared it an accident. The tree that stopped my dad at full speed was no one’s fault, he said, but I knew that wasn’t true. Ruppert could have purchased that motorcycle just by opening his wallet. He didn’t have to force my father into risking his life. It disturbed me to discover he’d been telephoning my mother every year, his voice an unwelcome intrusion on the anniversary of my dad’s death. I’d last seen the man at my father’s funeral. It still pained me to remember how he’d walked beside the casket as a pallbearer. People said it showed respect, but all I could feel was the unfairness of my father’s broken body prone in a box while Colonel Ruppert stood upright and unharmed.


He’d come to the house afterward, mingling awkwardly with our friends and neighbors from around the town. Most of my classmates had a parent who worked at one of the grand Rhinecliff estates as a carpenter or stonemason, gardener or laundress, maid or cook. The Vanderbilt mansion alone seemed to employ half the town, stories of its opulence passed among us like fairy tales. Having Ruppert in our living room was as unsettling as having a storybook character jump off the page. I glared at him as he took my mother aside to offer his condolences, knowing no apology could ever make up for what he’d taken from me. When my mother gestured in my direction and Ruppert turned to stare, I worried I might have muttered my thoughts aloud.


A few evenings later, Ruppert sent his private lawyer to help my mother prepare the insurance claim. She was grateful for the man’s assistance, but I didn’t like to see my father’s life reduced to a series of signatures. I’d been nurturing the childish hope that we’d maintain his garage as a sort of shrine until I was old enough to become a mechanic myself, but my mother quashed that dream by putting it all up for sale. It made me sick to my stomach to see my father’s tools haggled over by strangers. By the time my mother announced we’d be moving to Manhattan—more opportunities, she said, and fewer memories—I was numb to the news. Before I knew it, the house had been sold, our belongings were boxed, and I was saying good-bye to my friends of a lifetime. It all happened a decade ago, but I could still conjure the grief I felt as we pulled out of Rhinecliff station, everything I’d ever known receding with the mournful sound of the train’s whistle.





Chapter 4


The Colonel was still holed up with Miller Huggins, the Yankees’ new manager, when Miss Grunwald answered the telephone. “I’ll let him know, thank you.” She hung up and called across to me. “Mr. Kramer, you made an appointment for a Mr. Stern? He went to the baseball team’s office on 42nd Street by mistake, but he’s on his way over now.”


We both looked at the clock and I knew she was thinking the same thing I was: by the time Felix Stern arrived, the Colonel would be at lunch with his brother. When Miller Huggins finally shuffled out of the office, as shabby and hunched over as ever, the Colonel called me in. He asked what happened with that orphanage fellow. When I told him, he scowled. “Everyone knows I take all my meetings here at the brewery.”


“It was my fault, sir. I wasn’t clear with Mr. Stern when I made the appointment. He’s on his way.”


“Well, I won’t have time now. George is waiting for me. And you’ll need to reschedule my afternoon appointments, too. Huggins has convinced me to come to the ballpark to see a Boston player he wants me to buy.”


“I’ll have Mr. Stern come back next week, unless you’d rather wait until you can reach Mr. Huston?”


“I don’t care a jot about reaching him.” They put on a good show for the press, but I knew how much it annoyed the Colonel to share ownership of the Yankees with his gregarious partner. “As far as I’m concerned, Kramer, the best thing about this war is that it got Tillinghast Huston out of the country. The more time he spends playing soldier in France the better, as long as his money’s still here in New York.”


“So I’ll reschedule Mr. Stern for next week, then?”


The Colonel drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Five acres, you said? Listen, Kramer, why don’t you meet with him.”


“Me?” Though the Colonel often delegated, he’d never entrusted me with that kind of responsibility before.


“Why not? Take the man to lunch, hear him out, let me know what he’s proposing. You understand these things well enough by now to give me a report.”


“I appreciate your confidence in me, sir.” I touched the black bow tie around my neck, silently acknowledging his forbearance. “Should I take him to the brewery cafeteria?”


“No, I don’t want every truck driver and brewmaster overhearing my business.” He looked to me as if awaiting a suggestion.


“Don’t we have a company account at that German restaurant on 91st Street?”


“Good thinking, Kramer. Take him there. Order the schnitzel. Jews love veal.” The Colonel put his hand on my shoulder as we walked out of the office. “I’ll be curious to know what this fellow has to say. Why don’t you finish work a bit early and meet me at the ballpark to fill me in?”


“If you want me to, of course I will. I’m sure I can find my way to the Polo Grounds.”


“You haven’t been there?” I shook my head. He stopped and faced me. “Don’t tell me you’ve never seen my boys play, Kramer.”


“I haven’t had the chance to take in a game.” The truth was, it seemed to me like a waste of a Saturday to spend hours in crowded stands watching distant men run in circles.


“You’ll come and sit with me in the owner’s box. Here.” He extracted one of his business cards from an inside pocket. “Just show them this at the gate.”


“Thank you, Colonel.”


“You don’t have a boater, do you?”


“No, only a bowler.”


He reached for the business card he’d just given me, took the pen from my hand, and jotted something on the back. “You’ll need one come summer. Here’s my haberdasher. Have him put one on my account.”


I tucked the card into my shirt pocket next to the ballet tickets. “Thank you, sir, that’s generous of you.”


“You’ll enjoy baseball, Kramer. I didn’t expect to like it so much when I bought the team, but it’s turned out to be more fun than owning a stable. The games last a lot longer than a horse race.”


“Yes, sir.” I returned to my desk without further comment, afraid of what he might do if I admitted to never having been to the track at Belmont.


When the receptionist called to say that Mr. Stern had arrived, I rode the elevator down to meet him. I found Felix Stern dabbing his brow with a handkerchief as he paced, hat in hand. There was a shadow of a beard on his narrow face and his suit hung on him loosely, as if he had raided his father’s closet. He was younger than I expected, though, and better-looking. “Mr. Stern? I’m Albert Kramer, Colonel Ruppert’s personal secretary.”


He put away the handkerchief to shake my hand. His fingers were so long their tips brushed the inside of my wrist. “Hello, Mr. Kramer. Did you hear I went to the Yankees’ office by mistake? Once they told me, I got here quick as I could.”


“I apologize. I should have made that clear.”


“So when can I see Colonel Ruppert?”


“I’m afraid he’s at lunch now and unavailable for the rest of the day.”


Felix Stern’s face fell. He slapped his forehead with what looked like real force. “I’m so stupid.”


I’d heard that Jews were an emotional race, but his sudden shift in mood alarmed me. “Please, don’t say that. It confuses many of his business associates. He asked me to meet with you instead, if that’s acceptable.”


He looked at me, his eyes fringed with lashes so black I thought for a second he was using mascara. The idea made me realize I’d never met a Jewish pansy; my friend Paul always joked they were as rare as virgin brides. “Thanks, Mr. Kramer. I’d appreciate the opportunity to explain the situation to you. Our trustees meet on Sunday afternoons, and I was hoping to have something to report.”


“Then it’s settled. How about we discuss it over lunch?”


He agreed and I led the way down the block to the German restaurant. When war had been declared, the owners of the Kaiserhof had covered their portrait of Wilhelm with an American flag and renamed their restaurant the Edelweiss Café, but nothing else about the place had changed. Walking in, we were enveloped by the smoky smell of sausage and cigars. The lighting was dim and the booths had backs so tall each table seemed tucked into its own little room. I bought some cigarettes from the coat check girl. Opening the pack, I held one out to Felix, but he declined. “My mother says they’re filthy. Sorry, I don’t mind if you do, of course.”


I put them in my pocket. “I’ll smoke one later.”


When the waiter came for our order, I asked for the schnitzel and salad with a glass of Riesling. I would have preferred a chopped steak but I was following the Colonel’s suggestion, thinking Felix would copy my order.


“Just coffee for me,” he said.


“You’re not eating? But the veal here is excellent.”


The waiter hesitated until Felix assured him coffee was all he wanted. “I couldn’t deprive you of your lunch hour, Mr. Kramer, but I hardly eat on Fridays.”


“Is that because of your religion?” Growing up, I hadn’t learned much about Jews. They didn’t live in my family’s part of Pittsburgh, they weren’t allowed at the boarding school my uncle sent me to, and if there were any at Princeton I’d never spotted one. But in New York City every third person you bumped into was Jewish, and I was catching on. I knew their Sabbath was Saturday but that it started on Friday. For all I knew, it began with lunch instead of supper.


Felix laughed. It was good to see his face relax. “In a way. My mother likes to stuff me to bursting at Shabbat dinner. I have to starve myself all day so I don’t disappoint her.”


The waiter returned with my wine and his coffee. “So, tell me about this property of yours.”


“Okay.” He leaned across the table, his intensity of purpose palpable. “Everyone in the city knows that since Colonel Ruppert acquired the Yankees he’s been on the hunt for a ballpark of his own. He can’t keep leasing from the Giants forever, can he? I’ve been up to the Polo Grounds. The property we have to offer is better situated and more accessible. We’ve owned it free and clear since the 1880s with no liens or entanglements. It’s five acres with no cross street.”


“I did mention that to the Colonel this morning. He said his engineers preferred ten.”


“Good luck finding ten acres in the city. No, there’s no better site for a ballpark in Manhattan than the Orphaned Hebrews Home.”


My plate arrived, the breading on the veal still sizzling. “What about the neighborhood?”


“When the Home was built it was practically countryside, but now there’s all kinds of people. Jews have moved up from the Lower East Side and Negroes are coming down from Sugar Hill, but the streets are pretty quiet. The Harlem nightclubs are all the way over on Seventh Avenue. For a sporting venue, it’s an ideal location.”


I remembered the Colonel joking they’d run out of orphans. “You’re closing the orphanage, then?”


“No, not at all. We’ve got over a thousand children under our care. We’re looking to rebuild out in the countryside. We have an entire plan drawn up for cottage homes, gardens, and playgrounds. We’ve already purchased land in Westchester and we’re about to start a fund-raising campaign. As soon as we build there and relocate the children, the Manhattan property could be the Colonel’s. If we had a contract, or even an option, it would give us the certainty to move ahead with construction.”


I took a bite of the schnitzel, the veal buttery on my tongue. “And how exactly are you connected with the orphanage?”


“My father’s a trustee, but I took over his seat when he became too ill to attend meetings. Now I’m leading the campaign for relocation.”


“So, you haven’t even begun to build? What’s your time line for this?” The Colonel didn’t care to deal with complications, and I knew he liked to move fast. I’d just started working for him when he bought the office building on 42nd Street where Felix had mistakenly gone. Because the owners had managed it badly and fallen behind on their taxes, the Colonel was able to swoop in and take title for a fraction of its worth. He’d invested in the necessary improvements and installed new tenants, including the Yankees’ front office. He had the building turning a profit within a year. This business with fund-raisers and options didn’t sound like his style at all.


“The time line depends on how soon we get things started. Look, why don’t you come see the orphanage for yourself, before you present my proposal to Colonel Ruppert? Then you’ll be completely informed.”


For a man with such a thin face, his lips were surprisingly full and supple. I held his gaze for a long moment, but the look he gave me in return was so guileless I couldn’t tell if he understood my meaning. “Perhaps that would be a good idea,” I said. “Colonel Ruppert’s very busy right now.”


“I imagine Prohibition isn’t a pleasant prospect for a brewer.”


“It’s ridiculous, amending the Constitution over alcohol,” I said, raising my glass. “It’s one thing for my mother in Pennsylvania to advocate temperance, but I can’t see how it would ever work in this city. Anyway, I doubt enough states will ratify the amendment. New York will never vote for it, that’s for sure.”


The waiter came by to warm up his coffee and clear my plate. “How long have you been living in the city?” Felix asked, lifting the cup to his mouth.


“Just over a year, but I used to come up from Princeton while I was in college. I started working for the Colonel right after I graduated. You’re born and bred I assume?”


“My people came over from Bavaria in the 1840s, same as Ruppert’s family. We all considered ourselves Germans then, but over here we got sorted out by religion. His people are Catholic, aren’t they?” I nodded. “How about you?”


“My mother’s Episcopalian, but I don’t practice anything myself.”


“So, you’ll come?” Felix seemed to be holding his breath. There was something attractive about his desperation.


“To see this orphanage of yours? I will.”


He exhaled as a smile creased the corners of his eyes. “How about Saturday?”


“As in, tomorrow?”


“Like I said, the trustees meet on Sunday and I’d like to tell them I’ve made some kind of progress. In the afternoon, though. I go to synagogue with my parents in the morning.”


I agreed, supposing it would be all right with the Colonel. I’d ask him about it at the ballpark and cancel if he disapproved. The waiter saw we were finished and set down the check. Felix reached for it and I took the opportunity to place my hand on top of his. “Let me get it. I’ll charge it to the Colonel. You’re representing a charity, after all, and he’s running a business.”


Out on the sidewalk we shook hands and went our separate ways. Though I was fairly certain Felix Stern’s interest in me was merely professional, I found myself stepping more lightly at the prospect of seeing him again. I busied myself rescheduling the Colonel’s other appointments and responding to the afternoon mail. When the cuckoo on the wall chirped four o’clock, I bid Miss Grunwald a good weekend and headed out for the Polo Grounds.





Chapter 5


I didn’t realize I’d fallen asleep until my mother woke me. “I made you some coffee,” she said, setting the cup on the nightstand. I rolled onto my shoulder, eyes bleary. “Here, it’ll revive you. I let you rest as long as I could, but you have to get ready now.”


I took a tentative sip. It was hot. “Ready for what?”


“We’re going to the Polo Grounds as soon as Rex gets home from school. Jake’s sending over his limousine. He invited us to sit with him in the owner’s box at the Yankees game this afternoon.”


I spit my mouthful of coffee back into the cup. “This morning you were mad at me for walking around the block. Now you want to drag me out to a baseball game?”


She patted my arm. “I told you, we’re going in the limousine, you’ll only need to walk as far as your seat. I suppose the owner’s box must be close to the field, don’t you think? And it’s such a nice day, you said so yourself.”


“But, Mom, I don’t understand. When did all this happen?”


“I called him back while you were resting.”


“No, I mean, going to the baseball game. You said he calls you once a year on the day Daddy died. How did that turn into an afternoon at the ballpark?”


“Well, it was you.” She hadn’t looked this happy since we decorated the Christmas tree. “It made an impression on him, talking to you this morning. I may have said something about you being ready to get out more. The next thing I knew, it was all arranged.”
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