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Two times, a gunshot changed Lucille’s life. The first time, at least, she hadn’t pulled the trigger.

This time, though, the gun was cold and heavy in her hand, so heavy that her slim wrist trembled as she aimed it here, there, all around the room full of society’s brightest butterflies fluttering under glittering lights. With a start, she saw someone who wasn’t supposed to be there, a young man in a suit almost too well cut, lounging in the corner. No, she couldn’t let him distract her. She had to focus on the job at hand.

She searched around for her target, something to focus on so she could blot out the sight of him. Why was he here? But the show must go on, so she took a deep breath, fixed a smile on her face, and pulled the trigger.

Ruby. That was the name of the girl she shot. Red, red ruby, an obscene scarlet jewel pinned to her breast, dripping blood.

Around her, women screamed, and Lucille swooned elegantly to the ground, as her acting coach had taught her. Ruby, though—she fell to the cold tile with a loud thump. There was nothing beautiful about her death scene.


PART ONE

NEW YORK CITY

    1931


ONE

It was never quiet where Lucille lived. Sometimes, in rare free moments away from the monotony of a washerwoman’s steam and scalding water, her mother, Ida, would lovingly read aloud from one of the few precious books that hadn’t been pawned. Shakespeare’s arcadian visions or poems about sylvan greenery, where thoughts were never interrupted by anything more jarring than birdsong and the baaing of sheep . . . Lucille would close her eyes, listening to her mother’s gentle schoolteacher voice, and dream about a place like that. Though maybe without the sheep. She’d seen raw wool loaded into the textile factory, and from what she witnessed, sheep must be as filth-crusted and degenerate as any Lower East Side bum. How clean things are in poetry, how dirty in real life.

In their tiny tenement, eight people lived in two small rooms. Her father, in a steady decline since an injury in the Great War, was now practically bedridden, unable to work, or do much more than sleep or beg for the morphine that helped that sleep come when they could afford it. They could rarely afford anything beyond bare sustenance, but sometimes even that was denied to give her father the gift of dreamless slumber. Cabbage or peace, it came to. A holiday was cabbage and peace.

Her two older brothers jauntily ran the streets most of the day and half the night, coming home drunk, grunting, and penniless—but they’d had money at some point every day, to get the liquor, so why didn’t they ever bring any of it home? The three youngest, two girls and a boy, were in school for part of the day. But even when the tiny apartment was half empty, it was still tumultuous. People were on every side of them, roaring through the cardboard-thin walls, stomping on the ceiling, brawling below their feet, bickering at their doorstep. Life in a Lower East Side tenement was a constant cacophony of the worst sounds mankind could make.

Lucille should have been in school, but she’d dropped out a few months ago to help her mother in their small, struggling laundry business. Truant officers didn’t seem to care whether a poor girl in the slums got a proper education. Now Lucille spent her days dashing through the city, picking up dirty clothes and delivering them again the next day, pristine.

Her mother specialized in dainty items—the lace shawls of proud old women, the undergarments of flighty young women—and had amassed a small but devoted clientele. The tubs of boiling water and lye took up half of their living space, but she washed only small precious things and could charge more, since the delicate furbelows required special care. Sometimes she spent an hour coaxing the frills on a fine set of knickers into place. A young woman rich enough to wear such undergarments could easily find someone to pay for their expert cleaning.

But as the Depression deepened, her clientele was dwindling. People’s investments weren’t so secure anymore, and in times of financial crisis, married men leave their mistresses for their wives.

“Mother,” Lucille said that evening, as she’d said many evenings before, “you could try again, couldn’t you? Just try? Maybe someone needs a teacher now.”

But her mother only shook her head and rubbed tallow into her red, cracked hands. “It’s too late for me,” she said, her voice weary. “This is my life, and I accept it. Yes, it’s difficult, and perhaps not very . . . well . . . pretty. But I have you and your brothers and sisters, and you all bring more beauty into my life than I could have ever hoped for.” Then, seeing her daughter’s creased brow, she caught her in her arms. “It’s not all bad, is it?” she asked Lucille. “We’ve got each other.” She took her daughter’s smooth hands in her work-roughened ones and pulled her into a swaying motion. “And remember, you don’t need money to dance.”

Suddenly, miraculously, her despondency was gone. She sang a Gershwin tune and spun her daughter. Both of them were giggling as they tried the modern steps. But her mother had grown up with ragtime, and a moment later she abandoned the jazz hit for the music of her own teen years, humming and tapping out the syncopated rhythms of Scott Joplin.

They didn’t happen often, these moments of abandon and sheer fun. When they did, they were a tonic for all that was wrong with their lives. Her mother’s sweet lilting voice, the energy of their dancing, seemed to drive away every worry. Lucille and her mother had been dancing together almost since she could walk, perfecting their little routines of everything from waltzes and tangos to their take on modern fox-trots and swing.

But they never had more than a few moments of joy. Loutish reality, like a drunken boor, inevitably tapped on her shoulder and cut into their dance. Now their gaiety was interrupted by a low groan from Lucille’s father. They stopped abruptly, looking guiltily toward the sound. Lucille pressed her lips together, waiting to see if he might go back to sleep.

His fit came on him strongly. It started with moans that rose and rose until they crescendoed in agonized cries. Lucille never knew if it was the pain that drove him mad at times or the memories of trench warfare. He never meant to be violent, she was sure, but every one of them had been bruised when they’d tried to hold him down during his fits.

Their reprieve was over. “I’ll stay and help you,” Lucille told her mother.

“No, Lucille, you go, or Mrs. Fahntille and Mr. Rosen will be cross.” She handed over a small packet of knickers and slips wrapped in white paper and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Lucille watched her mother’s careworn eyes turn to the lumpy bed in the corner of the room.

Lucille bit her lip. She pitied her father, of course, but she wondered if he would be in the same state whether he was rich or poor. Would the nightmares chase him on the softest feather bed, the old pains bite him through the finest patent coil-spring mattress? In his throes, would he strike out at the nation’s finest physicians as indiscriminately as he unconsciously struck his own wife when she lay a cooling compress on his fevered brow?

No, the one she really felt sorry for was her mother. At times—frequently when Lucille was a child, less often now—she could see in her mother the vital spark of youth. It came when she danced, when she read some favorite poem aloud. Within her still, though buried deep, were all the hopes of her girlhood, giddy and free, and also the more domestic hopes of her young womanhood as a new bride and mother. Now, Lucille could see, the weight of seven people pressed heavily on her shoulders. Every morsel of food that passed their lips came from her labor. What if she should get sick? The loss of only a few days’ income would be enough to put them on the streets and cast them all, particularly the girls, into a degradation from which there would be no escape.

Every second of every day, this fear hid in her mother’s eyes. Yet there was still, Lucille could see, an almost childlike hope, little more than a wish made on a lucky clover, that things might change. What Lucille wouldn’t do to feed that tiny hopeful spark in her mother’s breast until it burst into a flame that would engulf all their wretchedness and poverty!

Lucille’s dreams were undoubtedly fresher than her mother’s, but to her they seemed no more possible. What could she, a sixteen-year-old girl with no skills and hardly any education, do to save her family?

“Skedaddle!” Her mother sighed again and gave her a pat on the rump, sending her out into the world.

And so, feeling guiltily relieved, Lucille left, stepping over a familiar drunk in the hallway, skirting half-naked children on the stoop, and ignoring the wolf whistle.

But I have to get ahead, somehow, she thought desperately. Ahead, and out, away from this filth.

On that evening Lucille would have done anything to escape her situation—if only she’d known how. . . .

Then she saw what she saw, that terrible thing—and did what she did, that terrible thing—and her entire life changed.


TWO

Isn’t that like you? Late to your own birthday party.” Violet Ambrose leaned into Frederick’s shoulder, crushing the soft fur of her snow-leopard capelet against his sleeve. “And in morning dress, too. Oh, Frederick.”

Frederick Preston Aloysius van der Waals looked down indulgently at the angelic face that regarded him with proprietary affection. She had earned the right to lovingly criticize him when he’d proposed to her in the cab half an hour before. It wasn’t the most romantic setting, he knew, but the jewelry box from Black, Starr, and Frost, with its outsized diamond ring, had made such an uncomfortable lump in his pocket, particularly considering the other bodily agitations caused by the press of her leg in the back of the cab, that he’d found he couldn’t wait. Coming home from a matinee of the comic play As Husbands Go, he was unable to contain his enthusiasm any longer. She was sweet. She was clever. She was beautiful. She made him happy.

But then, just about everything made Frederick happy. His life, almost without exception, had been ideal. Violet was the cherry on top.

Of course she’d said yes. “We’re perfect for each other,” she’d murmured against his lips as they’d sealed the deal. For just a second that word filled him with foreboding. Perfect, like a sharp-cut diamond, cold and unchanging. Could anything be truly perfect? And if that grand expectation should fail to be realized, what would become of their lives? What kind of facade would they erect to maintain the illusion of perfection? What lies would they tell each other?

Then she’d kissed him, and he’d breathed in the scent she always wore, Patou’s Joy, and the dark premonitions wafted away like so much cigarette smoke when the cocktail party has broken up. What on earth was wrong with perfect?

They might really have been made for each other. Frederick had grown up with all of the elite bright young things whose daddies were New York millionaires. Cream had mingled with cream for so long that the current crop had gotten too used to one another. The same stories, the same jokes, the same liaisons were repeated over and over. Certainly some of them would pair off in the end, but Frederick had been thrilled one night to see a new face across the room at one of his father’s many parties, a face like a mischievous seraph haloed in auburn hair.

Violet, of old Philadelphia stock, was novel and exciting, a refreshing change from the friends he had known all his life. They’d clicked instantly, magically, and if Frederick had a suspicion that their fathers—newly business partners—had thrown them together, he didn’t care.

Now, nearly a year after their first meeting, they were officially engaged and on their way to Frederick’s seventeenth birthday party. Like everything his father touched, it promised to be an affair of Babylonian extravagance.

“Shall we tell everyone tonight?” Frederick asked as the cab pulled up in front of the Pierre Hotel. The driver waited patiently, certain of a generous tip. Since falling in love, Frederick had taken to hailing public cabs instead of relying on his father’s small fleet of chauffeured cars. Not that he necessarily got up to anything he didn’t want his father to know about, but the kisses, the petting, were precious to him, and felt more so when they were at least a little bit secret.

Oh, who was he kidding? he thought as he saw the doorman eyeballing him. His father’s spy network rivaled the U.S. government’s, and though he mostly used it to unearth business secrets, Frederick wouldn’t be surprised if his father already knew, somehow, about his engagement. He caught the cabbie’s eye, imagining him flashing secret hand signals to a shabby towheaded girl scurrying by carrying a paper-wrapped bundle, who would relay the gossip directly to Mr. van der Waals’s office. Frederick didn’t mind. His father was his idol. If he had more time for his son, Frederick might even have considered him his best friend.

“What’s so funny?” Violet asked when he chuckled, looking slightly piqued not to be in on the joke.

“Oh . . . nothing. Do you think my father will give his consent?”

“I am rather a bounder,” she said, lowering her eyelashes and giving him a beguiling sidelong glance. “Maybe I’m only marrying you for your money.”

They both laughed at this. Though neither paid particularly close attention to their fathers’ businesses, they knew that their respective funds were almost limitless and that, as only children, their wealth, even if not joined in holy matrimony, was extravagant.

“Would you marry me even if I were a pauper?” he asked, still joking, knowing her answer without a doubt.

To his amazement, she cocked her head, considering him. “No,” she said at last, and his face fell. “Well, you see,” she went on, light and careless as a meringue, “we wouldn’t have met if you were poor, would we? I’m only being practical. How would I have gotten to know all your lovely qualities if you were a busboy or an elevator operator?”

He supposed that made sense, but still, how easy it would have been for her to say, Of course, darling. . . .

“And what exactly are my loveliest qualities?” he asked, nuzzling her cheek.

“Oh, Frederick, you’re so very . . . Oh, look, there’s Maybelle and Fritzie.” She rolled down the window. “Yoo-hoo, darlings. Here we are!” She turned to Frederick. “Come on, everyone is waiting for you.”

The cabbie opened the door, and Violet rested her hand indifferently on his arm as she flashed one slim silk-clad leg and stood, beaming at her friends, a spectacle even to those passersby not lucky enough to know her. People actually stopped and stared, as if she were a movie star.

Or even, Frederick thought with another disturbing flash of introspection that was utterly unlike him, as if she were actually important: a president, a diplomat, an arbiter of the world’s fate instead of merely its fashion.

I must be getting old, he decided with a wry twist to his mouth. Engagement could age a man, he’d heard.

He rose beside her, and she nestled her hand in the crook of his arm. For a moment they stood thus, bound together, she looking at the adoring world, he gazing not at her beauty, but up at the facade of the fabulous Pierre Hotel, where he and his father lived. The creamy limestone base merged into an elegant tower of blond brickwork topped with a slanting copper roof and winking stylized dormers.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he breathed.

“Thank you. . . . Oh, the Pierre, you mean? Ye-es . . . But, darling, that reminds me of what I meant to talk to you about. What do you think of One Beekman Place when we marry? This is all very well and good, but the Beekman is infinitely more chic. Oh, Frederick, I cannot tell you how I long to escape from Park Avenue, with all those dreary grandparents! Do you know, I don’t think there is a single person under thirty within a block of Daddy’s house. When we marry, we can get one of those darling suites at the Beek, or why not an entire floor, like you have here?”

“Two floors,” he said absently. Her idea about One Beekman Place was something of a shock. Having spent the better part of his life living in hotels—first the Ritz-Carlton, and lately the Pierre—he was anxious for something more intimate, less public. He was tired of running into everyone under the sun in the elevator, of having chats forced on him in the lobby, of eating nearly every meal in the hotel restaurant. He’d prefer one of New York’s cozier little mansions. Well, as cozy as ten thousand square feet could be and as little as several million dollars could buy. But still, a home of their own, without neighbors on the stairs and busybody busboys gossiping about his affairs.

“Yes, of course. What does he do with the other floor, anyway?”

“It’s his office.”

“How dreary. I’m so glad you won’t have to work.” Fredrick tried to interrupt, to tell her that he had every intention of working alongside his father just as soon as he went to college and his father thought he was ready to be initiated into all the secrets of the family businesses. But, excited in her golden vision of her future—their future—she talked right over him. “Just think of the parties we’ll have! Let’s get two floors at the Beek, just like you have here. Only we can use one entire level for our ballroom. Our own personal ballroom—imagine! Oh, Frederick, how I love you!” But her dreamy eyes didn’t seem to be quite looking into his. Was it the ballroom-to-be she loved?

Violet started walking toward the lobby, beneath the cream and gold canopy where a doorman waited as if the sole purpose of his existence were to open the door for her. “What do you think about a spring wedding?”

Frederick could find no flaw with spring.

“Do you think that will give me time to get ready?” She counted up on her slender fingers. “Yes, I should just be able to assemble a proper trousseau in time, and as for my wedding gown, well, I’ve had the lace since I was twelve, so we won’t have to send off to the French convents. That just leaves the dress itself. Madame Grès, do you think, or Vionnet? I’ll have to go to Paris either way. So much to do!” She walked on, oblivious, content to carry on her own conversation, while Frederick lingered behind her.

Funny how girls are, Frederick thought. When he considered their marriage, the wedding played such a small part. Instead, he looked forward to the intimacy, physical and otherwise. His dreams were more domestic. How nice it will be, he thought, to eat toast and marmalade with Violet sitting across from me at the breakfast table.

He realized, suddenly, exactly what she was saying, and surged ahead to catch her. “This spring? Violet, dear, that’s quite impossible. I’ll be starting Harvard next fall. We can’t be married until after I graduate. I know it’s a dreadfully long wait, but time will fly, you’ll see, and I promise I won’t look at a single Radcliffe girl. . . .”

Violet pressed her lips together for a moment. Then she said, very low but quite distinctly, “I can’t wait that long.” Another woman might have whispered it with irrepressible longing. Violet’s words were as determined and cold as a steel blade.


THREE

Lucille carried her parcel of impeccably washed unmentionables out of the dirt and stench of her own life and into another world. Almost magically, from one block to the next, the tenor of the city changed. The gray boxes of despairing tenements gave way to magnificent, thoughtful architecture, to stonework and brick that seemed to be designed for no other purpose than to delight the eye. She couldn’t imagine living in one of those grand Fifth Avenue hotels. They seemed to be museum pieces, to be seen and not touched . . . or perhaps huge statues, monuments to mankind’s greatness.

Well, she amended, the greatness of some of mankind.

She came upon the Pierre, which she thought was one of the most beautiful buildings in the city . . . from the outside at least. She’d never mustered the courage to test the benevolence of the uniformed doorman keeping close watch over the main entrance.

Lucille instinctively cringed out of the way when a small, merry group of young men and women passed her. The men were impeccably dressed, the women almost shockingly so. Their frocks, in midnight and pale gold and eau de nil, clung so tantalizingly and draped so low down their backs that it was obvious they were wearing absolutely nothing underneath. Lucille remembered her mother telling her once (probably in reference to their scanty supply of furniture) that less is more. She rather thought in this case that more might be more. She tried to picture herself in such a gown and achieved nothing more than feeling slightly chilly.

When the doors opened, she caught a glimpse of black and white decor, the huge squares of onyx- and alabaster-colored marble on the floor. It was startling after her own dim world of gray grime and dirty dun browns, startling in a way a field of color could not be. She realized that she’d stopped walking, and with a little embarrassed shake, she set off once more down Fifth Avenue, clutching her parcel to her chest. Why think about places like that? That wasn’t her world and would never, could never, be.

She headed for the Sherry-Netherland, where Mrs. Fahntille shared a suite with her rarely seen husband. As Lucille left the Pierre behind her, something caught her eye. A cab was pulling up to the curb. A vagrant ray of the setting sun glazed the window golden, and she couldn’t get a clear view of whoever was inside. All she could see, darkly intense against a nebulous form, was a pair of eyes looking in her direction. For a second, no more, she met them uneasily. Then she turned abruptly away and walked with renewed vigor. It was just another rich person. What did she care about him? What did he care about her?

[image: Images]

The doorman at the Sherry-Netherland let her in immediately, for Lucille was there nearly every week. She rode the elevator to the eleventh floor and knocked at Mrs. Fahntille’s door.

“Hello, darling,” drawled a theatrical voice from the bedroom after the maid had let her in. Mrs. Fahntille had been one of the lesser grande dames of the stage for twenty years now, and if directors and audiences were beginning to forget about her, she would never forget herself. She spent countless hours on her appearance. Lucille had never seen her outside of her boudoir; she peregrinated between her lavish bed and her three-mirrored vanity, always with a cut-crystal highball glass and a faint juniper perfume of gin floating around her.

“Have you got them? Oh, do hurry. I desperately need my powder-blue lingerie set. He will be here soon!” As Mrs. Fahntille was still lounging in the downy white nest of her bed, Lucille could not at first imagine what kind of caller the woman might be expecting. Then, a second later, she could, and blushed pink.

Mrs. Fahntille flung back the covers with a flourish and leaped to her feet, her gaunt body bare. Lucille tried to both look and not look, an endeavor that left her even more flustered. In the end she managed to unfocus her eyes and hand over the pale blue lacy set. Mrs. Fahntille, unabashed, wiggled her way into it and posed. “How do I look? Will he eat me up?”

The lingerie seemed to echo and enhance the blue blood vessels that showed through her pale, taut skin, and her unfortunate turn of phrase made Lucille think of a veiny Roquefort cheese. But she only said, “You look lovely, ma’am,” and waited patiently for her payment.

Mrs. Fahntille, though, loved an audience, however humble, and glided about the room, twittering about past roles and speculating about new ones. “The quality of the theater has declined since I was in my heyday,” she opined, fixing a cigarette in a long, slim mother-of-pearl holder. “Now all the talent . . . most of the talent, that is,” she amended as she peered at herself in the mirror, “has fled to Hollywood. I grieve for the future of acting if we must depend on those cheap celluloid starlets for our thespian passions. They have no life! No presence!” She snatched up a pile of movie magazines—Photoplay, Motion Picture, Film Fun—and piled them into Lucille’s arms. “Take them away, darling. I can’t stand the sight of them. Oh, all but this one.” She snatched back the topmost. “I haven’t finished reading a dishy little story about Claudette Colbert.”

“Thank you, ma’am. But . . . my payment?”

“Of course, of course. Here you are.” She thrust a jumble of money into Lucille’s hand, more than she was owed. Mr. Fahntille must be doing well . . . wherever he was. “Scurry along now. We don’t want my guest to run into anything as fetching as you, my dear. He might just eat you up!”

Lucille clamped her Hollywood magazines under her arm and set off to a shabbier part of town with the packet of lace cravats. Mr. Rosen, who ran a little movie theater, was as much of a dandy as he could afford to be and had a weakness for a bit of finery around his throat. He was what her mother mysteriously referred to as an “Ethel.”

Lucille always tried to schedule her deliveries there for the end of the day. While she waited in the projection room for her payment, she could catch a free glimpse of the movie screen, where she watched gods and goddesses in gray scale act out their impossibly interesting lives. She lived in their faraway worlds for no more than fifteen minutes at a time, so she rarely knew how a picture ended, but like the rest of America, she was completely enamored of the movies.

That evening, Lucille watched breathlessly as the bug-eyed Peter Lorre somehow contrived to create in her the most minuscule morsel of sympathy for the role of a ruthless child killer in the movie M. How did he do it? She could tell from his face that he must be a nice man in real life, and yet he managed to become utterly reprehensible on the screen . . . save for that tiny touch of human sympathy he evoked in her against her will. What made her feel for such a terrible character? Was that the power of his acting? she wondered. Or was it some weakness in her? It left her shaken and baffled, that perplexing manipulation.
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It was nearly dark by the time Lucille left Mr. Rosen’s theater. Encumbered by her stack of Hollywood magazines, she hurried as fast as she could. A girl alone as evening fell might be mistaken for a loose woman and was likely to be propositioned. As night deepened, there was the added danger that they wouldn’t care what her profession was and the propositions would be replaced by demands. With no protector, she had to be home by full dark. Should she take her usual route, much longer but safe and well lit for now, or should she slip down an alleyway and cut her journey in half?

She chose the shortcut. The shadowy half dark of the alley made the crates and garbage bins lining the walls loom like leering ogres. But Lucille had no fear of mythic things; her vivid imagination painted far more probable dangers.

She heard footsteps from up ahead and shrank back, chiding herself as she did. Her mother always told her that she should walk straight and tall and confident through any situation on the street, past any vice or crime the bad neighborhoods would throw at her. Look like a good girl who doesn’t have anything to fear, and they’ll never think to mess with you, she’d told her daughter. Look like a victim, and you’ll become one.

Instinct, though, told Lucille something entirely different. Alone in a dim, isolated place, faced with an approaching stranger, she had the prey’s impulse to hide and freeze.

Leaning against the bricks behind a stack of crates, she couldn’t see the interloper, but he had heavy footfalls and panted as if he’d run a long way. He’s just resting to catch his breath, she thought, relaxing against the wall. He’ll go away soon. She decided to wait him out. By now it would be awkward for her to emerge.

Then she heard another set of feet, soft and slow.

Lucille felt her heart begin to race. How could there be such menace in footsteps? Their steady deliberateness chilled her.

“You bastard.” The voice was as soft as the step, quiet and dangerous as the whisper of a snake’s belly on dry leaves.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, you stupid mug,” said the other man, still gulping for air. “Go home and take care of your mama.”

Lucille peeked around the crates and saw a paunchy man in his forties holding himself up against the wall, his face contorted in angry contempt.

“My mother is a widow tonight,” the quiet man said. He was a little older than Lucille, in his early twenties perhaps, well dressed, tall, broad shouldered. His mouth was full, and his brilliantined, slicked-back black hair gleamed faintly in the dim light.

The older man hissed something about the handsome young man’s mother that Lucille suspected was not the wisest thing to say.

The younger man laughed. “Right about now I’m supposed to tell you that if you utter one more word about my mother, I’ll fill your dirty brain full of lead. But really, we both know that isn’t necessary. You’re getting yours no matter what you say.”

The other man sneered and said, “You don’t have the coglioni.”

Maybe if he’d trembled it would have gone otherwise, but even from her quick glance, Lucille knew that the young man in the beautiful suit would never, ever let anyone defy him. From inside his pin-striped jacket he pulled a gun and pointed it at the other man’s head.

“Because of you, I have everything that was once my father’s. The business. The money. And the coglioni to blow your ugly head off.”

He squeezed the trigger. And he smiled while he did it.

Lucille’s Hollywood magazines slid from her numbed arms, and the gunman turned, finally noticing the pale wraith in the shadows. Slowly, he raised the gun until the barrel’s dark and deadly eye locked her in its gaze. Her eyes widened and her mouth parted in a soft gasp. A little voice whispered that she should run, scream, do anything other than look pleadingly at a killer. But all she could do was watch him and hope.

He watched her, too, his head cocked to the side. His eyes traced her lingeringly up and down, the gun following his eyes. She swallowed hard, and her lips moved to form a single, almost soundless word: “Please.”

The shrill whine of a police siren from a few blocks away pierced the stillness. He raised the gun higher, holding it level with her head.

“Damn,” he whispered a long moment later, and lowered the gun. Then he knelt by the gory corpse and put the gun in its hand, curling a dead finger around the trigger.

“You didn’t see anything,” he told her, standing and brushing his hands on his trousers.

She nodded, and that might have been the end, but the patrol car cruised by the alley at that moment, passed, then stopped with a screech of brakes. In the time it took for the car to back up, the young man had crossed the distance between them in a few quick steps and gripped her arm.

“He shot himself,” he told Lucille, low and savage, as the police car backed to the mouth of the alleyway and two officers shone lights into their faces. “Stick to that story and I’ll make you rich. Say anything else, and I’ll make you dead. You and all your family. My boys will kill them slowly in front of your eyes.” His grip tightened. “Then they’ll carve that pretty face off with a bowie knife.”

When the two policemen approached them, the young man raised his arms and said, perfectly calmly, “I am Salvatore Benedetto. This poor man has just confessed to murdering my father, Cosimo Benedetto. In the madness of guilt, he has shot himself after begging for my forgiveness.”

Lucille looked up into Salvatore’s dark eyes and saw absolute honesty there.

It was the first time she truly understood the power of acting. It could alter reality.

“Is that right, miss?” one of the officers asked.

She squinted into the glare of his flashlight. Unlike so many girls in this downtrodden neighborhood, her mother had raised her to a high moral code. But she was sick of running laundry around town all day, sick of seeing her beautiful, smart mother work her fingers to nubbins washing rich ladies’ underthings when she should be teaching, sick of seeing her sisters dressed in rags, her brothers turn into number-running hoodlums. . . .

Lucille widened her luminous eyes guilelessly and looked at the police officers. But even when she opened her mouth, she didn’t quite know what would come out.


FOUR

With the love of his life on his arm, Frederick strolled into the Pierre’s spacious black and white lobby. It was rarely very crowded—usually only a few graying gentlemen lounging in obscure club chairs, perusing the Financial Times; perhaps a woman not as young as she’d like people to think, just underdressed and overly made-up enough to be conspicuous, hoping to snag a customer who was out of her league before security hustled her out. Today, though, in honor of the lavish van der Waals affair, it was much more lively.

Frederick heard laughter and the scuff and slide of soft-shoe tap. He looked around, delighted, for the young man he knew to be its source. There he was, Frederick’s best friend since the summer they were quarantined together in an Adirondacks cabin with severe cases of the mumps. Over misery, cold compresses, and chicken soup, they had bonded, and when they’d left camp, it had never occurred to them that the fact they were from different social strata meant they shouldn’t really be friends.

It wasn’t that Duncan Shaw’s family was poor, exactly. The father was a midlevel banker, the mother an artist who occasionally exhibited at the smaller galleries. They were well educated and amusingly worldly; in all respects they were a decent, upper-middle-class family. Still, as Frederick once heard his father remark to his mother in the year before she died, “Duncan’s people are ordinary.” That was one of the things that Frederick liked about them. He didn’t know why that word in his father’s mouth sounded somehow foul. Still, the two men had developed something of a rapport. The elder van der Waals guided Mr. Shaw in his investments, raising him a notch financially.

“What ho, old chap!” Duncan called, affecting an English accent. He caught his friend in an exuberant bear hug. “M’lady.” He kissed Violet’s little paw reverently, then broke into a huge grin and tapped out a few more dance steps. “As you see, I’m all limbered up and ready to tango.” He dipped an imaginary partner and bestowed a smacking kiss midair. “Or maybe just shimmy like that little Joan Crawford in Dance, Fools, Dance. Did you see it? Trash, but that Joanie will go far, if you ask me. Anyone who can wiggle that much and not fall out of her . . . Oh, I’m sorry, Violet. What a lout I am.”

He didn’t look at all contrite, but Frederick didn’t mind. Duncan was the ham of the gang, and, like a playful puppy, could do no wrong. Violet gave her fiancé a slightly pained look but linked arms with both of them, and the trio jostled through the light crowd, nodding and smiling, until they reached the elevator.

“What a gleesome threesome!” said the elevator operator in greeting. Frederick winced slightly, then checked himself. His first thought—ungovernable and unwelcome—was that an elevator operator should never make such a personal comment in such a conversational tone. Following closely upon the heels of this came the thought that this cheerful young man’s well-meaning impudence was bound to get him fired within the week.

Frederick wanted to warn the young man against such familiarity. I don’t mind, he could say, but there’s some that would. But he said nothing as they rose smoothly up the center of the Pierre’s towering height. To refer to it would be to admit that he had the same class distinctions as the older generation. He felt it, true, but suddenly he felt ashamed to feel it.

The heavy ebony door to their apartment gave no hint of the jollity within. But it swung open to reveal a world of champagne bubbles and tinkling ice, of glittering jewels and sequins and slinky gold lamé. All of New York’s high society had turned out to honor the scion of one of its brightest stars. Jacob van der Waals was one of the few men in the country who had not only not lost money in the great stock market crash of 1929, but had tripled his already considerable fortune.

Duke Ellington and his band played as two Ziegfeld girls gyrated gently on their podium clad in what appeared to be nothing more than hundreds of ropes of pearls, but everyone else fell silent when Frederick entered the room. For a breath they all looked in sheer awe at that handsome young man, fortune’s favorite, heir to the world. Then they erupted in spontaneous applause. Waves of people moved in to congratulate him on the rare accomplishment of having survived seventeen years.

They parted when Jacob van der Waals walked slowly toward his son, arms wide. “Come here, my boy!” he boomed, and took Frederick in a solid embrace, pounding him on the back. Then he held him at arm’s length. “Look at you. Your mother would be so proud. Congratulations and many happy returns!” He grabbed a flute of champagne from the nearest waiter and turned to the crowd, raising his glass high.

“A toast!” he cried. “To my son and heir, Frederick. May all the happiness of the world be laid in your lap.”

“Hear! Hear!”

“Chin-chin!”

There was a clink of glass, tipsy sloshing, and more applause.

And Frederick thought, If happiness is just laid in my lap, is it as good as happiness I’ve worked for?

Then he was swept away in the party, and all his questions dissolved in the sheer joy of being alive, and loved, and rich.

[image: Images]

Eventually, inevitably, Mugsy found him.

The heavyset man with the squashed nose and cauliflower ears nevertheless had a look of keen intelligence in his small dark eyes. They were filled with disapproval as they looked Frederick up and down.

“Morning dress,” Mugsy said with a sigh.

“This from a man who used to spend his days in a loincloth,” said Frederick. The cut had no sting. Mugsy wasn’t ashamed of his past as a professional boxer.

“Attire should be appropriate to the setting,” Mugsy countered in his thick Brooklyn accent. “If you was in the boxing ring, you’d be overdressed. Here, you’re underdressed. And I wore boxing shorts, not a loincloth.”

Mugsy himself was in impeccable white tie, its contours expertly tailored to fit his pianolike proportions while leaving room for the gun he carried cross-draw under his left arm.

“Go change,” he ordered.

“But . . .”

“Go!”

And Frederick went, Mugsy following.

As he impassively assisted his master (or charge, or friend, or surrogate son) to change into the requisite top hat, white tie, and tails, he commented, “Miss Ambrose is looking like a real gem today.” His face was inscrutable as he helped Frederick slip on his dress coat. “And speaking of, it seems to me she’s sporting a new piece of jewelry.”

Frederick grinned. “Maybe I know something about it. Aren’t you going to congratulate me?”

“No.”

Frederick’s mouth gaped.

“Oh, all right already. May you and your Jane have years of wedded bliss and a big brood of little hoodlums, et cetera, et cetera.”

“You don’t approve, old man?”

Mugsy frowned. “Don’t you think you ought to look around a little? It’s a big greenhouse out there, with plenty of tomatoes for the pickin’.”

“Oh, it will be years before we actually tie the knot.”

“That’s what you say now. Then before you know it, there’s a spring wedding with her dress a little tight, and seven months later a big bouncing baby you try to convince everyone is premature.” Frederick blushed at Mugsy’s earthy analysis. “Don’t look so shocked. It’s perfectly natural for a young fella to want to rut it up a little. But why tie yourself down to the doll you happen to get a kick out of at seventeen? Go out. Sow some oats.” His sweet, ugly face looked more humorless than usual. “I got a bad feeling about this. Put Violet off, why don’t you? Wait till you’re sure.”

“Why, Mugsy, I never thought I’d see the day! You, telling me to go out and . . . have fun.”

“Have too much fun. Live a little. If you still love her in a few years, you’ll have my blessing. But marry her now and I see nothing but trouble. Marry in haste, repent in leisure, they always say.”

“Who exactly is they?” Frederick asked.

“Oh, just they. And they is always right. Always.”

Frederick shrugged and adjusted his bow tie. “We’ll see,” he said.

Mugsy’s lips twitched, and he tugged the tie back the way it was. “We will, ya sap. And when you need me, I’ll come running. I always have. I always will.”

Back in the thick of the party, Frederick easily found Violet at the center of a cloud of silk and tulle, her bejeweled hand extended for the admiration of her friends. Duncan, though, was nowhere to be seen. Frederick had hoped to have his best friend and his best girl with him when he shared the news of his engagement with his father. Oh well. Duncan was probably living it up somewhere, canoodling with a girl, shooting dice with the waiters.
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