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Chapter 1

Alex Miller was born on February 29, 1908, at 12:01 a.m., precisely nine months and a day after he was conceived. He weighed a mere two pounds, one ounce and measured just nine inches long, yet despite his size, his breathing was relaxed, his heart beat like a metronome and his blue eyes were active and alert. 

Alex entered the world headfirst in the home of Abe and Irene Miller at 707 Mellon Street, Pittsburgh, less than 20 minutes after Irene had gone into labor. Ida Murphy, Irene’s mother, was in attendance, not so much out of concern for her daughter or the welfare of her nascent grandchild, whom she hoped would be her first female grandchild; rather, Ida wanted to see firsthand why her daughter had engaged the services of a medical doctor, since she herself had delivered without an attending physician during the births of her own three children, the third stillborn, each more agonizing than the one before it.

Ida felt a pang of jealousy when her daughter delivered so quickly and relatively pain free. Not that she didn’t love her daughter, in her own guarded way, or wish her well, but still, she thought, suffering builds character. If she’d had to go through it, why should her daughter get off so easy? 

When she saw the tiny baby, she remarked to the doctor, “That’s it?”

Irene’s physician, Dr. Malkin, shrugged and assured her that it was indeed “it.”

Malkin was a hairy, bear-like Russian/Jewish immigrant with filmy pince-nez glasses he wore on the tip of his pointy nose. The veracity of his medical credentials was somewhat suspect, had anyone cared to investigate, since his professional certificates were printed in Cyrillic type and framed in clouded glass on the walls of his so-called surgery, which happened to be on the second floor of a cold-water walkup. He served the Miller family as general practitioner, pediatrician and dentist.

“But it’s so small. Are you sure there aren’t more babies in there somewhere?” Irene admonished him to keep looking, that there had to be one or two more, look at the size of the thing, it was no bigger than the runt in a litter of pigs. It was all she could do to keep from looking herself. But when Malkin shook his head no, that’s it, Ida put her hands on her wide hips and said, “Well, in that case, doctor, there’s no use me dilly-dallying around here anymore, is there?” She washed her hands with rough soap in the basin on the dresser next to the bed, put on her gloves, quickly kissed her daughter on her damp forehead, harrumphed at the tiny baby boy and went downstairs. As she put on her coat, she told Abe Miller, who was waiting with a cigar in one hand and a beer in the other, that his wife had given him another boy, and that she was fine, and he should go on upstairs but be ready for a surprise—and no thank you, she didn’t care to spend the night at their house, she was perfectly capable of walking home by herself or catching a trolley.

Abe bent down to look at the baby. His cigar fell out of his mouth. The baby blanket quickly smoldered until he tamped it out. 

Malkin came by the next morning, expecting to find the teensy baby dead in its crib, but there it was, alive and kicking, nursing and crying and eliminating like any other newborn, albeit in miniscule quantities. He asked after Irene as well, who happily reported that she felt so good, she was ready to go down to Rooney’s for a ham sandwich and a bottle of lager. 

Irene had gained twenty-three pounds during her pregnancy and carried Alex full term. She’d had only a minimum of discomfort, the one exception being a bruise on her cheek from a nasty slapping fight she’d had with Abe around her fourth month. The encounter had been precipitated by his infidelity—vehemently denied, yet certainly verifiable, had they been asked by his cohorts at The Squeaky Wheel. Several of them had observed with envy his dalliances with Delia Novak, the bookkeeper at Gross Hardware, located three doors down from The Wheel. Delia often stopped by for a quick schnapps on her way home to her boarding house, and to signal Abe to come on by. 

Ida arrived as Malkin was leaving. She carried a box full of baby clothes and toys that she’d purchased on sale some weeks earlier. The clothes were several sizes too large, but she had no intention of returning them; she couldn’t be troubled, she told her daughter, they didn’t make them that small anyway, had she known she would have purchased doll’s clothes, and besides, the squirt might grow into them some day, that is, if he lived out the year, let’s be honest about this. And besides, what did Irene expect? She had told her no good would come from marrying out of the faith, especially to a Jew. She was damn lucky that the first two half-breeds weren’t born with horns sprouting out of their heads, or tails coming out of their arses, and now Irene’s poor choice in men had finally caught up with her. 

Irene said, “Shut up, Ma.”

After two hours and two cups of tea laced with Old Bushmills from her silver flask, and some cakes from Lieberman’s Bakery—you had to hand it to those German Jews, they knew how to make a tea cake—Ida left for her Bible study group, run by “that nincompoop priest Kiernan.” She promised she would return every other day, one of many promises she had made to Irene over years but neglected to keep. 

Even with his remarkable size—“this is yet mine hand to God the teensiest baby what I ever did in America deliver,” Malkin liked to say—Alex remained in excellent health, perfectly if diminutively formed: lungs no longer than lemons, inhaling and exhaling without much discernable effort; ten pink fingers, perfectly formed right down to the tiny cuticles; ten toes the size of nubbins; a head just eight inches around, topped with fine strands of reddish blond hair, full enough to part; torso and legs in proportions even an ancient Greek would appreciate. His cries of hunger and consternation were high-pitched and as clear as the yips of a prairie dog. And when he suckled at Irene’s sprawling breasts—she was careful not to smother him with her milky fullness—he made soft sucking sounds and his wee lips puckered like a guppy.

Malkin returned to the Millers’ house a month later, to see if the boy had begun to catch up to normal in length and weight. To his naked eye, that didn’t seem to be the case, but if the doctor had been better acquainted with the developmental patterns of newborns, his cursory measurements would have indicated this: Alex’s 212 bones, 22 internal organs, 680 muscles, 230 joints and miles of vessels were growing at a rate one-fourth that of a normal child’s. However, unlike his body, Alex’s mind was maturing much, much faster.

As Malkin examined his son, Abe sat on his red brick stoop, a stoop not unlike so many others that protruded like buckteeth from the row of stolid houses on Mellon Street. He tried to understand why God had given him such a tiny son. Perhaps God was testing him, although he had no idea why God would have singled him out. He scratched his stubbly beard. His faith in the Almighty was a combination of hazy Judaism tinged with a shade of pantheism. “There must be a God, else how do you explain all this?” he had said to Irene on their wedding day, waxing metaphysical as he pointed to the Pittsburgh sunset, the colors made even more vivid by the sulfuric soot wafting up from the mills.

In the early days following Alex’s birth, Abe had been loath to hold the boy, fearing his jackhammer grip might squish the little thing. But, feeling reassured after Malkin’s one-month visit and his all-clear report, Abe decided that, since it had lived so far, the little thing probably wasn’t going to die any time soon. He began to treat Alex with far less indifference and far more indulgence than he showed to his other sons, Arthur and Benjamin, ages ten and seven—sullen, chunky red-haired boys with large appetites for meat and potatoes and for throwing rocks at girls and at each other. 

On Saturdays in the spring of that first year, Abe took Alex around the neighborhood to show him off. The neighbors, always ready for the circus to come to town, welcomed Abe and the boy warmly, toasting his health with a glass or two of spirits, which Abe never turned down. They often had a little something for Alex: an eyedropper of milk, a thimble of applesauce, and presents, too, like the red-knit doll sweater given by Mrs. Klemmer. Alex usually behaved well, which is to say he behaved like a baby his age, sleeping angelically or crying daintily, his little hands curled into fists. The women were eager to hold him and change him, to touch his tiny digits and to see his “down-there” parts. He became the neighborhood celebrity/mascot, much as if he were a two-tailed dog. Mrs. Klemmer even wrote to the Pittsburgh Gazette Times, suggesting they do a feature on Alex, but her letter went unanswered, so she suspended her subscription.

Inevitably, Abe and Alex would end up at The Squeaky Wheel, even though Delia had moved to Youngstown, Ohio, weeks before to be near her dying mother. The Wheel had pinewood walls, glass block windows, a yellow linoleum floor, square tables with oilcloth tablecloths, a 30-foot maple bar with a brass rail attached near its base so that the patrons could put a boot up to relieve the pressure on their backs, and a rusty tractor wheel mounted over a huge glass mirror behind the bar. On the wall opposite the snooker table were framed portraits—reprints, actually—of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln and, for reasons known only to John Kravic, owner and bartender, a portrait of Santa Claus. John kept a Bible, a tire iron, a revolver and a shotgun on the shelf beneath the cash register. He gladly gave advances to his regulars on their paychecks in return for 3% vigorish. If a man complained about the terms, John directed them to drink elsewhere. 

Abe was accepted as just another guy at the bar at The Wheel—the begrudging consensus of opinion among the regulars was, he’s all right for a Jew as long as he don’t get out of line—but after he arrived the first time with Alex, their fascination with the boy moved him way up on the likeability scale. 

Abe would place Alex on the bar in his lunch pail, lined with clean dishtowels. The afternoon and early evening regulars and rummies would stare glazed and red-eyed at him. Some were spooked by the boy, saying to each other that a child that size just wasn’t natural, and was perhaps evil even; but most of the men would punch each other in the arms with delight at such a marvelous little thing, beg Abe to let them hold the little bugger or bastard or whatever drunken assignation they might come up in their soupy states to describe the boy. But Abe, uncharacteristically displaying the wisdom of a much earlier Abraham, had the good sense to refuse their entreaties, lest one of them accidentally drop his son into a tankard of ale or a tureen of John’s stew.

And so Abe turned away all petitioners—save one, Davy O’Brien, a burly ironworker permanently disabled with a mangled hip. Davy had been leveled sideways during the collapse of a 12-foot section of The Hot Metal Bridge, a span J&L was building to connect the blast furnaces on the South Side to the rolling mills across the Monongahela. Davy’ singing voice was sweet, especially when he was well into his cups, but he hadn’t sung much since his accident. The first time he saw Alex, however, his voice rose anew, and he cooed to him a lullaby his grandmother had sung to him when he was boy in Ulster: 

Blow, blow, breath and blow, wind of the Western Sea,

Blow, blow, breath and blow, wind of the Western Sea

Over the rolling waters blow, down from the dying moon and glow

Blow him again to me

While my little one, while my pretty one sleeps.

As Davy sang, the rough men fell silent. Even the smoke from their pipes and cigars seemed to hang still in the air as Davy’s sweet tenor filled the room. Alex curled up in the crook of Davy’s thick forearm and slept like a kitten sated with cream. The boys at the bar kept their faces downcast toward their drinks, fearful that another man might see the tears in their eyes. 

Abe looked at the men and looked at his son, and as Davy’s notes floated over the hushed drinkers, he wondered how such a wondrous little creature had sprung from a tough, surly Jew like himself. He touched the baby’s forehead with a callused finger. With his eyes still closed, Alex smiled.

*

After four months, Alex had gained but four ounces. Dr. Malkin scratched his balding crown. He examined him for signs of all the afflictions he knew—jaundice, diphtheria, smallpox, shingles, the gout, cholera, hoof and mouth, whooping cough, palsy, neuritis, neuralgia, phlebitis, canker, the fits—yet the child, in Malkin’s pseudo-professional opinion, had “no-think” wrong with him, and sure enough, according to Irene, Alex smiled, cried, ate, burped, peed and shat as regularly as the shifts changed at the steel mills. 

At first, other mothers from the neighborhood came by often, out of curiosity or neighborly obligation, but as April, May and June went by, their visits grew less frequent, and for them at least there wasn’t all that much to see. The pace of the boy’s growth was so snail-like as to be virtually unrecognizable.

In quiet late afternoons while Alex slept, while Abe was at work lathing tubes at Shields Metals, while Arthur and Benjamin were still in school, Irene would snatch a moment of peace for herself as rocked her littlest boy. She would wonder, what will become of you, what was the good Lord thinking when He cooked you up so small? Not to question the Lord’s blessings, but on these afternoons by the kitchen window, fading sunlight highlighting the dust and dead insects on the windowsills, she couldn’t help but ask herself where in the divine scheme of things this small gift or strange burden fit in. But then the Lord doesn’t mete out to us more than we can handle, as Father Kiernan, a man given to answering in clichés when confronted with an issue temporal or of the faith beyond his ability to fathom might say. And so, in these moments of uncertainty, with an iron gray headache in her forehead and rusty bile rising in her throat, the Big Picture and her purpose in it became increasingly oblique. She wanted to believe that living in her six-room brick house on Mellon Street, with its elms and oak trees and small backyard, with enough sun so that she could grow tomatoes and green beans and some pumpkins for the boys, and a grocery store just two blocks away, where the Jew grocer let her run a weekly tab until Abe got paid on Fridays was just fine, that this life was at least a decent life. Her girlhood dreams of ponies and petticoats and princes and husbands that wore shined shoes and bow ties and worked with their minds and brought her perfume and pecans and wrote poetry were silly after all, weren’t they?The truth was, instead of a fairy tale, she’d ended up with hairy, cheating Abe. And in those moments, as the flowers on the wallpaper blurred with tears of regret, well, what if she were to quash little Alex with her milk-heavy breasts and snuff out the little gnat, what would it matter, really? Two boys had been enough. This one was nothing more than the issue of an unwanted midnight coupling by her cheating pig of a husband, wasn’t he? At least she could have been given a normal-sized child, a girl, for her troubles. It would serve Abe right if she squished the little imp he so doted on. But just when her thoughts were at their most infanticidal, Alex would squeak or burp or reach toward her with his tiny paws or nestle his head against her heart and Irene would flush with hot remorse and cover him with gentle kisses.

*

July 4th, 1908, broke hot and steamy, 80o at 8 a.m. Irene woke in sheets clammy from troubling dreams of screaming skeletal horses to the snap of firecrackers on the street. Abraham slept on, unaffected by the racket, his blocky chest rising and falling, his snores deep and resonant from four bottles of ale the night before, his genitals exposed from beneath the twisted sheet. For several fleeting moments, Irene considered how easy it would be to kill him as he slept, with the stroke of an iron skillet across his head, and when they asked her why, she would say she was sickened by the sight of his yellowed big toe toenail, and wasn’t that reason enough? But instead she slid out of bed, pulled on her graying nightgown and went to check on Alex, only to find his miniature bed empty, his cigar-singed blanket strewn on the floor next to Abraham’s pants and suspenders. 

“Alex!”

She dropped to her knees, digging through the flotsam, swiping under the bed with outstretched arms.

The grandfather clock in the hallway, a wedding gift from her mother, read 8:13. Irene rushed into Arthur and Benjamin’s bedroom, screaming for her older sons, but there was no sound, save her desperate breathing against the backdrop of firecrackers. She staggered back into the bedroom, pounded on Abe’s back. “Abe, for the love of God get up, the baby, the baby,” her fists puny against his broad buffalo flesh. 

“What? By God let a man sleep in for one stinking holiday morning. Have you lost your mind?”

“Abe! Get up, Abe, the boys. The boys, they’re all gone. All of them.”

“What, what are you saying, what, where?” 

“The boys, listen to me. Alex and Arthur and Benjamin, they’re not in their beds. They’ve been taken, oh my God, get up, please help me.”

Abe the Hung Over Avenger rushed down the steps in his nightshirt and bare feet, trouser cuffs flapping against the threadbare runners, yelling for his sons through the beer and cigar aftermath in his mouth, rage and fear frothing his saliva.

He flung the door wide open. Up and down Mellon Street front porches were festooned with American flags and red, white and blue bunting. Hanging from a second-floor window on the house across the street was a hand-lettered banner that read Remember the Maine! Even at the early hour, people were up and about—boys throwing and catching baseballs, with visions of Honus Wagner, The Flying Dutchman, dancing in their heads; little girls with red, white and blue ribbons in their hair playing Red Rover Red Rover; wives sweeping their porches as their husbands slept in on their one day off from the mill or the sanitation department or the artificial limb factory, a booming local industry and a natural for Pittsburgh, thanks to the plethora of appendage-consuming accidents in the mills. Arms and legs for the world, that was the motto.

Abe burst into the street. He stepped directly onto a glass-specked cinder but barely felt it. Mrs. Angela Sanflippo, who’d lost her husband in an explosion at the J&L #4 Open Hearth some three years earlier and still dressed in widow’s black, sat on her stoop with her only child, 14-year-old Phillip. The boy had a mustache many a grown man would have been proud to wear, as did his mother, although she kept hers well-trimmed so as to be nothing more than a hint of a shadow on her upper lip. Mrs. Sanflippo waved at Abe and pointed to the left, toward Jackson Avenue. 

Abe ran down Mellon Street, shirttails flying behind him. When he got to the corner of Jackson Avenue, two blocks away, he found Arthur and Benjamin, standing next to their wagon, shouting like carnival barkers. On the wood fence behind them hung a hand-painted sign: “See Tiny Alex, 1 .” Inside the wagon was their baby brother.

Their marketing effort had attracted quite a crowd, even at this early hour, with several children and a few adults lined up behind the wagon. At the front of the line were two boys in shorts and baseball caps, the Walsh brothers, classmates and sometimes mortal enemies of Benjamin and Arthur. Behind them stood their two younger Walsh sisters, born eleven months apart, known as the Irish twins. Next in line was the mildly mentally impaired August Daly, age 36, from nearby Portland Street, holding the hand of his mother Gertrude. August, nearly six and a half feet tall, gawked over the children in from of him, eager to see the show, and he might have pushed ahead had Gertrude not tethered his hand tightly. Behind the Daly family was Giuseppe Traficante, ice and coal deliveryman and self-proclaimed mayor of Mellon Street, smoking his ever-present Perodi and wiping his brow with a dingy white handkerchief. He waved a politician’s hello to Abe.

Although Abe grudgingly admired his sons’ P.T. Barnum-ish display of all-American entrepreneurship, his rage had reached the boiling point. He snatched Benjamin and Arthur by their necks like two chickens. It took all of his willpower not to knock their heads together. He announced his intention to lock the boys in the coal cellar for the remainder of the holiday, maybe longer. 

Irene, who’d managed to throw on a robe and catch up with the family, intervened on the boys’ behalf, arguing that the baby was none the worse for wear, and though they’d had given her the shock of her life and should have known better, they meant Alex no harm. In her heart she wanted to strangle both of them, and in due time they would pay for their misguided effort at free enterprise. But at least the baby was unharmed. She lifted Alex from the wagon and kissed his forehead.

The Walsh brood yelled for their money back. August Daly bounced up and down, yanking his mother so hard her hat fell off. 

As the Millers turned up the walkway to their house, in a voice as high and crisp as the cracking of a bird’s egg, Alex said, “Momma. Dadda. Arthur. Benjamin. Alex. Home.” 

“Alex?” What in God’s name was going on here, Abe thought, a child this young shouldn’t know how to talk, this wasn’t normal, but not a damn thing about this boy was normal. He pulled Irene against his chest and, as if to check his own sanity, he said, “You heard him, too, didn’t you?”

Irene gawked at the boy, too. “By God, I did.” 

Alex didn’t speak again for nearly a year. Neither his brothers nor his parents could get him to talk, despite a variety of inducements—Alex want a cookie, Alex want a candy, show Momma what a smart boy you are, come on, sonny boy, I bet a quarter with that bastard Walsh from across the street that you could talk. Day after day, until they grew tired of asking, Alex gave them nothing but smiles and silence.




	Chapter 2	

On March 1, 1909, a year to the day after Alex Miller was born, Delia Novak’s mother died in her sleep from complications due to a variety of maladies, the final manifestation of which was congestive heart failure. One month later, a mildly bereaved, mostly relieved Delia sold her mother’s house for $1,850, cash, to Reverend Jeremiah Johnston, the new pastor at The Church of the Holy Shepherd in Youngstown, Ohio. Since there was no will and she was the only living member of the immediate family, all of the house money went to her, as did the $255.45 in her mother’s passbook account at Youngstown Dollar Bank. For the first time in her life, Delia was flush.

With nothing to keep her in Youngstown—not her 71-year-old Aunt Tilda; not her sometimes friend Dolores Wozniak, who at 24 was married with three sons and a boozehound for a husband; and certainly not the hawk-nosed, sooty-fingered coal and ice man, Richard Stutz, who had on several occasions tried to convince her to go for a Sunday drive in his delivery wagon—Delia took a series of trains from Youngstown to the most exciting destination she could imagine: New York City. She was determined to live high for once in her life.

Feeling free as an orphan—her father had abandoned the family when she was six, so technically she was an orphan——Delia rode in first-class births all the way to Manhattan. She booked a room at the Waldorf Hotel, which she’d read about on the train and which offered electricity throughout and, to her amazement and delight, a private bathroom. She ordered room service breakfast the first morning. Her waiter called her “My Lady Delia.” Flattery got him everywhere, and the newly titled Lady Delia tipped copiously.

Without any particular agenda in mind, other than to see how the other half lived, Delia started to explore the Old Town. On her third day, during a leisurely springtime stroll along Fifth Avenue, she saw a hat exactly like the one she’d admired in the Harper’s Bazaar she’d thumbed through in the hotel lobby. She absolutely had to have it. It featured two longish feathers plucked from a snowy egret, a Florida bird close to extinction. The hat cost more than her weekly salary at Gross Hardware, but, she reasoned, who cared?

In her first two weeks on the town, she took in several Broadway plays and heard Sophie Tucker sing “Some of These Days” at the American Music Hall. She marveled that she and Sophie were almost the same age, but there was Sophie and here she was, somewhat well off but now pretty much at a loss as to how to fill her hours. At night, as she lay in her feathered bed, she had to admit she was lonely. She missed her friends from Gross Hardware and the risqué camaraderie of the rooming house girls. She also missed Abe Miller and his husky laugh and rough hands and the “big boy in his pants,” as she called it, and she was curious about what happened to that cute, tiny bump of a child he brought with him Saturday afternoons to The Squeaky Wheel. She couldn’t imagine the boy was still alive, but then, she never could have imagined herself here in New York.

The next evening, as she was pondering the menu in the Waldorf’s dining room and trying to figure out what kind of a duck confit was, a thin young man in a tuxedo and slick-backed blond hair asked if he might join her for dinner. Delia liked what she saw; he even smelled good.

He introduced himself. “Devon Jenkins, London and New York, at your service.” 

“Delia Novak, uh, Youngstown and Pittsburgh, I’m sure.”

He kissed her hand. No one had ever kissed her there before. She thought it was a bit twitty—Abe never kissed her like that, he would grab her around the shoulders and press his big mush into hers until she was out of breath—but it was all right with her, sort of.

Devon used a lot of what she would call fifty-cent words, and although she didn’t understand half of them, she pretended she did and hoped he wasn’t catching on. He ordered a bottle of champagne. “Delia, how do you feel about oysters? I must confess I have a rather obsessive affinity for them. Shall I order a dozen?”

“Yes, you shall.”

By the time the second bottle of champagne was uncorked and dinner was served, Delia’s shoes were off under the table. 

“So, dear Delia, what do you think of the Waldorf?”

She paused. “I got my own bathroom.”

Devon smiled an even-toothed smile. “Remarkable.” He shifted a bit closer, his knees touching hers. “So, dearest Delia, if I may ask, what fortuitous happenstance brings you to New York and into my life?”

She thought for a moment. “Oh, this and that.”

“I see.”

“It’s just that I’ve come into a bit of, you know, money.”

“You don’t say. However, I would be most careful not to allow your good fortune to become general knowledge.” His eyes surveyed the room. “There are some, how shall I say it, charlatans with less than honorable intentions in this city.”

“Really.”

When the bill came, Devon snatched it up before Delia could see it, which disappointed her, since she was dying to know how expensive dinner was, just so she could tell someone sometime, like the gals at Gross Hardware, not that she was planning on seeing them any time soon, but still.

As he bid her good night at the elevators, he pressed a card into her hand, and then kissed her lightly on the cheek. “Until tomorrow?”

“Until tomorrow.”

It was her first business card. Under the reading light on her night table, she read, Devon Jenkins. Rare gems, rare opportunities. New York. London. Her head spun. Rare opportunities. She was up for anything. Especially with a man that smelled that good.

The next night they met again, for lobster and more champagne. Devon toasted Delia’s beauty with a glass of 20-year-old port. “I cannot believe a woman as radiant as you has yet to be wed.”

“Oh, you know,” she said, the port swimming in her head. “I’m still kind of playing field.”

“Of course you are.” He took her hand. “You know, dearest, I’m certain a woman with your means wouldn’t have the slightest interest in matters of commerce, but, forgive me, I would feel a bit derelict if I neglected to tell you about a rare opportunity.”

“Like it says on your card.”

He looked confused for a second. “Oh, yes, of course.” He paused again. “But no. Forget what I just said. Whatever was I thinking, bringing up something like this to a woman like you? I’m sure you wouldn’t have the slightest interest.”

“No, go ahead, Devon.” She hiccupped. “Dearest.”

“Well, if you insist.” He glanced around the room. “Not here.” He snapped his fingers. “Waiter.”

They took a handsome carriage. Devon told her about a diamond mine in South Africa that was literally bursting at the seams with the precious stones, and that some “important” people, whose names he was not at liberty to divulge but who, suffice it to say, were “people of title,” had already taken a large quantity of shares. There were still a few shares to be had, and of course he realized that Delia was “quite comfortable,” and no doubt let professionals manager her wealth, but nonetheless, he felt he should tell her about the mine because, if on the off chance she were interested, she could in fact triple her investment, conservatively speaking, in four weeks.

What Delia knew about diamonds would have fit on the nail of her pinky finger, which was where she wore her mother’s engagement ring. Nonetheless, she agreed to give Devon seven hundred dollars, in cash.

They had dinner at the Algonquin the next evening, even though Delia was somewhat embarrassed that she had to wear the same dress as the night they met. The champagne soon made her forget all about it. Once again, Devon picked up the check. Delia invited him to her room, but Devon begged off, explaining that he had to meet with one of the other investors, a cranky exiled member of the Russian royal court that needed to have his hand held, but he promised he would see her the next day, no ifs, ands or buts. She thought it was odd he’d turned down her invitation, since she’d already undone the top three buttons of her dress and leaned in against him, but, she guessed, Russian royalty came first. She went to bed and dreamed about soaking in a bathtub full of diamonds.

Delia waited for Devon in the dining room until nine o’clock the next night. She went to bed without eating. Two days went by. She thought she saw him hurrying out of the lobby on the third, and she was about yell, “Hey, Devon!” but that seemed inappropriate for a woman of her supposed station. The next morning she went to the front desk to ask about him. The clerk told her Mr. Jenkins had checked out the previous day. 

It rained the next day, and Delia decided not to get up. Around two p.m., the bill for the month slid under her door. After her initial panic, she dressed and asked the concierge for the train schedule for Pittsburgh.

Her old job at Gross Hardware was long gone, her slot in the rooming house was gone, and so was ninety percent of her bank balance. She took an efficiency apartment in Mt. Washington and began waitressing at The Hometown Inn and Tavern on Forbes Avenue, two weeks before they opened the new baseball stadium, Forbes Field. New York had taught her one thing. There were the takers, and there were the taken.




Chapter 3

June 30, 1909, was a day generations of Pittsburghers would always remember. It was opening day for America’s first true baseball stadium, Forbes Field, fabricated, appropriately enough, almost entirely from poured concrete and Pittsburgh steel. 

Forbes Field was one of many firsts for “Hell with the Lid Off,” as Boston writer James Parton had characterized the city some 40 years earlier. Pittsburgh could also legitimately boast of having the country’s first museum of modern art, its first motion picture theater and its first banana split. What’s more, if there had been an accurate means of compiling the statistics, Pittsburgh surely would have been America’s first city for pulmonary fibrosis, silicosis and a host of other occupational and airborne maladies, thanks to the incessant appetite of its steel industry. 

Abe Miller was not about to let Forbes Field’s maiden voyage set sail without him. He rose early that morning, as excited as a schoolboy on the first day of summer vacation, roused Arthur and Benjamin and made them a big breakfast for this big event—generous portions of fried salami and eggs, oatmeal with molasses and butter, toast with raspberry jam and glasses of buttermilk. “Eat up, boys, this could be the best day of your lives. Like the newspaper says, we’re going to be part of history.” He intoned the word as if intoxicated by its significance. “Let’s get it a move on, boys—like the ballplayers say, we have to hustle. We don’t want to miss out.” 

The boys had almost finished wiping their plates with their fingers when Irene dragged herself to the kitchen with Alex slung on her hip. She’d slept restlessly, shifting as far away from Abe as their four-poster queen-sized bed would allow her without falling over the edge, like her marriage. She stared at the burned remains of salami and egg in the massive wrought iron skillet her mother had given her the prior Christmas, with instructions to either cook with it or use it to brain her husband. A wave of nausea passed over her, then a panic-like chill—she couldn’t be pregnant again, please God—until she remembered that she’d just finished her period. It must have been the oily fumes of meat and eggs that hung over the frying pan that caused her to feel so queasy. She put Alex in his highchair, next to Abe at the head of the table.

Abe had the morning paper open to the sports section, reading as best as he could, skipping over the longer words. “Boys, who can tell me who the Pirates’ shortstop is?”

As if he were in Mrs. Farrell’s reading class, Benjamin threw up his hand. “That’s easy.”

Before he could continue, Alex said, “Honus Wagner, shortstop. Dots Miller, second base. George Gibson, catcher. Jap Barbeau, third base. Fred Clarke, left field. Tommy Leach, center field. Chief Wilson, right field. Bill Abstein, first base. Babe Adams, pitcher.”

Abe dropped the newspaper.

Arthur said, “God damn.”

“Watch your mouth, mister.” Irene twisted his ear perhaps harder than he deserved, jealous that Alex had spoken to him first and rather than his own mother. “Wait—did you two know he was talking? Has he been talking to you? When did you teach him that?”

“But, Ma, I didn’t.”

Abe said, “Christ, it’s a miracle. The miracle of opening day.”

“Alex, honey, can you talk to me? Momma wants to hear you talk.”

“Come on, Alex. Say it again.” Benjamin tickled Alex’s bare toes. “Say Honus Wagner.” Both boys entreated their tiny brother in rapid-fire succession to repeat the lineup. Alex was all grins but no words. 

“Let me have the boy.” Abe hoisted Alex to his lap. He began in his best avuncular voice. “Now little Alex, your old man—Daddy—we think it’s very good that you can talk. Very good. You’re a very good boy.” He winked confidentially at Irene, as if to say, you see, don’t worry, Irene, a superior mind here is at work, I’ll entice the boy to open up, he’ll be talking like a jaybird in two shakes of a lamb’s tail, you just watch and learn.

If Irene was informed, interested or impressed with Abe’s gesture, she gave no indication. She poured a cup of coffee for herself and absentmindedly chewed on a crust of wheat toast.

After two minutes of begging, cajoling and yelling at Alex, all to no avail, Abe tried another tack. “All right, Alex, you don’t have to talk if you don’t want to,” certain his clever gambit of reverse psychology would result in a torrent of words.

Alex rubbed a piece of scrambled egg in his hair. 

“Leave him be, Abe. Maybe he’s done talking for now. He’ll talk when he wants to talk.” 

For once, Abe had to agree with his wife, even though it was against his basic nature to give her the satisfaction of acknowledging it to her face. “Your mother’s right, boys. Now let’s get our lunches and get down to the ballpark. The dedication ceremonies are at one and the trolley will be as crowded as a cattle car. Christ, look at the time, it’s already 9:30. Let’s go, let’s go.”

Alex said, “Alex go, too.”

Abe said, “I’ll be damned. Alex? What did he say, Irene?”

Alex repeated, “Alex go, too.”

“He wants to go to the baseball game, Dad. Can we take him, can we, huh, come on?”

Abe shifted in his seat. “It’s ridiculous. I can’t be taking him along.”

Alex screamed so loudly that the cat, which had been furtively licking the remains of the fried salami, leaped onto the curtains over the kitchen window and hung there like a sailor clinging to the mast in a hurricane. 

Irene said, “Alex, sweetheart, I know you want to go, but you can’t go with Daddy today. Daddy will take you to a baseball game when you get bigger, all right?” The word bigger echoed in her head. When, dear Lord, will that be? Two months, two years, twenty years from now—at the rate he’s growing, I’ll be long in the grave. “Isn’t that right, Abraham?”

“Sure, sure,” Abe said, willing to agree with anything that would get him and the boys out of the house and up to the trolley stop before the cars became too damned crowded, like they were every morning when he rode the 74 to town before he transferred to the South Side. “When you’re bigger, Alex.”

Alex sucked in his breath between his lips with a high-pitched whistle. After ten seconds his cheeks, the size of silver dollars turned bright red, then began to fade. 

“Alex? Abe, do you see what he’s doing?”

“He can’t kill himself by holding his breath, Ma,” Arthur said. “Stanley Filiposki tried it in school because Angelo DelGrosso bet him a nickel he couldn’t hold his breath for two minutes, but Stanley then just passed out and then he started breathing. He wasn’t dead.”

Alex began to shiver and turn pale.

“Abraham!”

“All right, all right. Alex, listen, son, you can go with us, all right? Breathe, damn it.”

Alex turned from his brothers to his mother to his father with a wide smile. He let his breath out and said, “Alex go, too.”

*

There was simply no way that Irene was going to let Abe take the baby to see the new stadium without her. He wasn’t responsible enough to care for the three of them by himself for ten minutes. She would go along with them to Forbes Field, and once the opening ceremonies were over, they could all go home. She packed applesauce and stewed carrots, along with two diapers, into the large burlap bag she used to keep her sewing. 

Mellon Street was just two blocks from the trolley that ran from East End to Oakland. Abe muscled his way to an empty seat midway to the back and stood guard over it until Irene and the boys made it through the tangle of arms, legs and picnic baskets. He installed Irene and Alex next to the window so that she and the baby would have some air.

As people got off and on, they’d pause by the Millers’ seat to gawk at Alex, who was sitting in Irene’s lap, playing with his toes. Arthur stuck his tongue out at the people waiting at the stops, while Benjamin studied the lineups in the newspaper he found on the floor of the trolley.

Virtually everyone on the trolley wore some sort of Pittsburgh Pirates identification: baseball caps, ribbons, shirts and shifts hand-embroidered with a red “P” for the home team. Arthur clutched his Honus Wagner trading card. Little did he know that only 291 of these cards had been issued; the few that survived would become some of the most valuable baseball trading cards ever printed, eventually worth $250,000 at auction. However, neither Arthur nor his family would ever see a penny from his card, since it was lost along with various parts of his body during a prolonged artillery barrage during the Battle of the Argonne Forest.

It took close to 90 minutes to reach the corner of Fifth Avenue and Bouquet Street in the center of Oakland, just a few blocks from the new stadium. The weather was sunny and glorious, the air remarkably smoke free, as if the steel mills had taken the day off, too. Brass bands played, street vendors hawked popcorn and peanuts, hot dogs and bratwurst, cotton candy and snow cones with thick syrup. Abe panted when he saw trays of cold Bohemian, but Irene convinced him not to indulge for one day, for the boys’ sake. Rebuffed, he took Arthur and Benjamin by the wrists and joined the thousands milling around the entrances, gawking at the new edifice. Irene followed along with the baby as best she could, working her way through the throng, her steps heavy with a premonition of impending disaster.

All the gates were shuttered and padlocked. Clusters of fans, who’d begun to gather as early as eight that morning, tromped across the new grass, crushing the neat rows of daffodils and crocuses planted along the walkways, eager to touch the great structure, the new wonder of the world, to let some of its grandeur would rub off on them. Proud Pittsburghers they were, residents of the city whose muscle pumped out steel for the world and now had spawned this unmatched stadium.

Irene fed Alex some mashed carrots. He burped. He waved his tiny hands at her, as if to say all done. She sat on a wooden bench, out of the sun, and put him over her shoulder, waiting for a burp. Gradually, a small crowd of women and girls began to form around her. The questions began: How old is he, or is it a she? Is it a dwarf? Does it talk? Can I hold it? At first, Irene was proud to answer that Alex had just had his one-year, four-month birthday. No one believed her—no way could he be one year old, why, he was as little as a breadbox, small even for a premature baby. As the crush of bodies pressed up against them, Irene feared that Alex would be terrified by all the attention, but if he were, he didn’t show it. His blue eyes were as clear and calm as the sky above. A woman with large yellow teeth and a broad-brimmed red hat kept touching Irene’s hip, reaching her chubby arms toward Alex, and Irene worried that at any moment this woman would snatch Alex from her grasp and pass him around the crowed like a talisman of good fortune for the new stadium and the baseball team. This might well have happened except that, as the horde pressed tighter, Alex shouted, “Honus Wagner!”

Heads turned this way and that, hoping to catch a glimpse of the great Pirates shortstop. “Where, where?” they cried. 

Alex pointed toward Gate B.

Immediately, the mob turned as one organism, much as a flight of starlings dips and veers and changes direction in mid-flight, and stormed toward the gate. 

Irene allowed herself to breathe, now that the crowd in its hero-worshipping frenzy had forgotten about Alex. Had he really seen Honus Wagner? And how in the world would he know it was him?

“Irene?”

It was Abe, sweat rolling down the sides of his sunburned neck. “My God, Abe, where were you? The baby and I were about to be attacked by a mob.”

“We were looking around, taking it all in, right boys?” Abe looked around. “I don’t see no crowd.”

“But then Alex…never mind. Are we ready to leave?”

“Leave? Now?”

“But I thought we were going to see the place and go home.”

“Go home now? Look.” Abe held up his hand to show off his great and wonderful prize—three bleachers tickets. “Do you see this, Irene? Do you know what this means? The boys and I, we’re going to be part of history. Didn’t I tell you this morning, boys? History! Didn’t I tell you?” In response, Arthur and Benjamin jumped and pulled at his sides like nervous boxer dogs. 

“How in God’s name did you get them?” 

Yes, Abe explained, as sure as the day is long every seat has been sold, all 20,000, maybe 30,000, can you believe it, 30,000 people in one place to watch a baseball game, and every blessed seat has been sold, but, he ranted, no sold-out game was going to stop Abe Miller, not this remarkable day, so when this fellow approaches me, and says buddy, could you use three tickets, well, you’re damn right I could, I said., “Ain’t that what I said, boys?”, and with that he patted Benjamin and Arthur on their heads.

Irene transferred Alex to her left hip. “How much?” 

“Never let it be said,” said Abraham the Munificent, “that I would deny my sons this opportunity to witness history in the making.”

“How much, Abe?”

He paused to wipe his mustachioed lip with the back of his cuff, “These boys are worth the six dollars I paid.”

“Six dollars? Six, you say? That’s a butcher’s bill for two weeks! But wait a minute. How long does a baseball game take?”

“Well, it depends.”

“And what about the baby and me? What are we supposed to do, wait here for you in the heat?”

Before Abe could come up with a plausible or even an implausible answer as to how his wife and Alex were going to spend the rest of the hot afternoon and early evening, while he and the bigger boys and Pirates president Barney Dreyfuss and two musical bands and United States congressmen from three states and Pittsburgh mayor William A. “Willie” Magee enjoyed the game, a familiar, annoying voice intervened. “Aha, is it not the Miller family from Mellon Street that I am seeing?” Dr. Malkin bowed. “At your service.”

Irene pulled Alex tightly to her chest, as if she were afraid Malkin might snatch him away. “What are you doing here?”

“Yes, it is the logical question, no? Of course it is true that I am not understanding of it this American baseball, of men running around in pajamas in the hot sun, they could get heat stroke. However, with so many of the people gathered around here, it is a good opportunity I am thinking to pass it out to them my business address, is it not?” He held up one of his handbills: Dr. Sergei Malkin, General Doctor and Dentist also. “Is it not the good idea, no? I have passed it out to many of the people this vital information, for you see, America, the land of opportunity, it is for all of us, no?” He wiped his forehead with a checkered handkerchief. 

Arthur said, “Dad, he talks like a greenhorn.”

“Arthur!”

“It is of no matter, I have heard it this phrase more than once.” Malkin pointed to the tickets in Abe’s fist. “You are taking it the family to the game of baseball, I see.”

Irene said, “Not all of us. Just the three of them.” She folded her arms across her chest.

The sun glinted on Malkin’s glasses as he stared at Alex. Such an opportunity, he thought, and he sidled his way between husband and wife. “A moment, if I may. Perhaps I can be it of the assistance to you and yours, Mr. Miller. I could see the lady to home, her and the little one, of which I must say I am quite curious as to the little fellow, for his welfare of course, as well as from it the medical point of view, naturally, as any doctor would be, you can understand it.”

Benjamin said, “Alex can talk now. I think he can read, too.”

“Yes? Talking and reading? But this is a remarkable sign of the developmental process, so we shall see it perhaps soon the physical development, it won’t be to lagging behind, God willing.”

Abe handed Malkin a dollar. “Do me a favor, Malkin. Get them home for me.”

“But, Abe—”

“It would be it my pleasure to escort Mrs. Miller and the little one for nothing, but since you have offered.” Malkin plucked the coin from Abe and slid it into his vest pocket. “You and your boys, enjoy it the playing of baseball.”

Irene wanted to explode, to dress Abe down in front of Malkin and her sons, but this wasn’t the time or place, and so she said, “Abraham, this ain’t the last of this.”

With his boys in tow, Abe slunk off, wondering if he had done the right thing. However, his pangs of guilt diminished as the distance grew between Irene and him and the stadium grew closer, and then he and the boys were one with the crowd, stoked by beer and the band music and the sun. 

Malkin, Irene and Alex drifted against the flow. Malkin offered to buy Irene a cold drink with Abe’s money, and they settled into a booth at the Home Town Inn & Tavern, not three blocks from the stadium. Malkin order a fried fish sandwich with all the trimmings and one for Irene as well, along with a plate of pickles, brown bread and beans, and two bottles of ginger beer. He urged Irene to drink. “It will be good for the baby, as it is you are nursing yet, I take it,” to which Irene replied that of course she was, and what did that have to do with anything.

They ate in relative silence, broken only by Malkin’s slurping and occasional belch. Irene watched him shovel in the food with his stubby, long-nailed fingers and it dawned on her that he’d put those fingers inside her to deliver Alex. She wondered if he’d washed them first. The fish rose halfway up her throat.
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