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To Maria Hopper






Miss Constance Kopp, who once hid behind a tree near her home in Wyckoff, N.J., for five hours waiting to get a shot at a gang of Black Handers who had annoyed her, is now a Deputy Sheriff of Bergen County, N.J., and a terror to evildoers.

—New York Press, December 20, 1915
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YOUNG GIRL WANTED—GOOD WAGE. Well-to-do man seeking a housekeeper who is matrimonially minded. Room and board offered. Reply to box-holder 4827.

 

I handed the newspaper back to Mrs. Headison. “I suppose you replied to the box-holder?”

She nodded briskly. “I did, posing as a girl who had just come to town from Buffalo, with experience not in housekeeping, but in dancing, and with aspirations for the stage. We can all imagine what he must have made of that.”

I didn’t like to imagine it, owing to the fact that a youthful aspirant to the stage lived under my own roof, but I had to admit that the trick worked. Sheriff Heath and I read the man’s reply, which invited her to visit at her earliest convenience and promised an offer of marriage if she proved worthy of it.

“Any number of girls have auditioned for the job and are still awaiting that offer of marriage,” she sniffed. “I’ve seen them going in and out of his house. As my position is only advisory in nature, I’m under instructions to report any suspicious findings to the police chief, who sends an officer to make the arrest. But this man lives out here in Bergen County, so we’re handing the matter over to you.”

Belle Headison was Paterson’s first policewoman. She was a slight figure with narrow shoulders and hair the color of weak tea. Her eyes were framed by brass-rimmed spectacles that recalled the inner workings of a standing clock. Everything about her seemed upright and tightly wound.

I was New Jersey’s first lady deputy sheriff. I’d never met another woman in law enforcement. The summer of 1915 felt like a brave and bright new age.

Mrs. Headison had arranged to meet us at the train station in Ridgewood, not far from the man’s house. We stood on the platform, under the only awning that cast any shade. In spite of the late August heat, it gave me a bracing thrill to think about going after anyone who would so casually advertise for a girl in the newspaper.

The sheriff took another look at the letter. “Mr. Meeker,” he said. “Harold Meeker. Well, ladies, let’s go pay him a visit.”

Mrs. Headison took a step back. “Oh, I’m not sure what use I’d be.”

But Sheriff Heath wouldn’t hear it. “It’s your case,” he said cheerfully. “You should get the satisfaction of seeing it through to the end.” Nothing made him happier than the prospect of catching a criminal, and he couldn’t imagine why anyone else wouldn’t feel the same.

“But I don’t usually go along with the officers,” she said. “Why don’t you go, and Miss Kopp and I will wait here?”

“I brought Miss Kopp along for a reason,” the sheriff said, ushering us both off the platform and into his motor car. Mrs. Headison stepped in with some reluctance and we drove through town.

On the way, Mrs. Headison told us about her work at the Travelers’ Aid Society, where she helped girls who came to Paterson with no family or job prospects. “They get off the train and find no difficulty in making their way to the most disreputable boarding-houses and the tawdriest dance halls,” she said. “And if she’s a pretty girl, the saloons will give her supper and drink, free of charge. Of course, nothing comes free, but the girls aren’t so easily convinced of that. It’s their first time away from home and they’ve forgotten everything their mothers taught them, if they were taught anything at all.”

Mrs. Headison, it developed, had been widowed in 1914. On the first anniversary of the death of her husband, a retired constable, she read about New Jersey’s new law allowing women to serve as police officers. “It was as if John were speaking to me from the hereafter and telling me that I had a new calling. I went right to the Paterson police chief and made my application.”

Sheriff Heath and I attempted to offer our congratulations but she continued without taking a breath. “Do you know that he hadn’t even considered adding a woman to his force? I had to argue my case, and you can be sure I did. Do you know why he was so reluctant? The chief told me himself that if women start going about in uniforms, armed with guns and clubs, we would turn into little men.”

I cast the sheriff a look of horror but he kept his eyes straight ahead.

“I assured him that my position in the police department would be exactly the same as that of a mother in the home. Just as a mother tends to her children and issues a kind word of warning or encouragement, I would carry out my duty as a woman and bring a mother’s ideals into the police department. Wouldn’t you agree, Miss Kopp? Haven’t you become quite the mother hen at the sheriff’s department?”

I hadn’t thought of myself as a mother hen, but then again, I’d seen a hen peck an errant chick so sharply that she drew blood, so perhaps Mrs. Headison was right. For the last two months, I’d been riding along anytime a woman or a girl was caught up in some criminal matter. I’d served divorce papers to an estranged wife, investigated a charge of illegal cohabitation, chased down a girl attempting to run away on a train, put clothes on a prostitute who was found naked and half-dead from opium in a card room above a tailor’s shop, and sat with a mother of three while the sheriff and his men ran through the woods looking for her husband, over whose head she had broken a bottle of brandy. The husband was returned to her, although she wouldn’t let him inside until he promised, in front of the sheriff, to bring no more drink into her house.

It would be no exaggeration to say that the moments I have just described were among the finest of my life. The prostitute had soiled herself and had to be washed in the card room’s dingy basin, and the girl running for the train bit my arm when I caught her, and still I assert that I had never been more content. Improbable as it may sound, I had, at last, found work that suited me.

I didn’t know how to explain any of that to Mrs. Headison. To my relief, we arrived at Mr. Meeker’s before I had to. The sheriff drove just past his house and parked a few doors down.

He lived in a modest shingled home with painted shutters and a small front porch that looked to have been added on recently. There was a window open in his living room and the sound of piano music drifted into the front yard.

“Someone’s at home,” Sheriff Heath said. “Miss Kopp, you’ll knock at the door and we’ll stay down here. If there’s a girl in there now, I don’t want to scare her off. Try to get her to come to you. We’re not going to arrest her for waywardness, but she doesn’t know that.”

“That’s fine,” I said.

Mrs. Headison stared at the two of us as if we’d just proposed a safari to Africa.

“You aren’t going to send her to the door unguarded, are you? What if—”

She stopped when she saw me take my revolver from my handbag and tuck it into my pocket. It was the same one the sheriff issued to me the previous year when my family was being harassed: a Colt police revolver, dark blue, just small enough to conceal in the pockets Fleurette stitched into all my jackets and dresses for that purpose.

“Do they have you carrying a gun? Why, the police chief—”

“I don’t work for the police chief.” I felt the sheriff’s eyes on me when I said it. The fact that we were doing something the police chief wouldn’t have dared gave me a great deal of satisfaction.

With my revolver in place, I marched up to the man’s door. The two of them stayed just out of sight as the piano music stopped and the door opened.

Harold Meeker was a doughy man of about forty years of age. He came to the door in shirtsleeves and a tie, carrying a pipe in one hand and his shoes in the other. He had a flat forehead that rearranged itself into wrinkles when he saw me.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said, looking down at his bare feet. “The maid is in today doing some cleaning, and I was trying to stay out of her way.”

He offered an abashed grin. I didn’t want to waste any time lest the girl run out the back door.

“It’s no trouble, Mr. Meeker,” I said, loudly enough for the sheriff to hear. “In fact, I’ve come to see about that maid of yours. I believe I may have something that belongs to her.”

I pushed my way in before he could stop me. Inside, I saw the worn carpets and shabby furniture that suggested a man who had never moved out of his mother’s house. Every lamp shade was painted in pink roses. The upright piano was draped in doilies. There was even a needlepoint sampler on the wall, faded to brown and covered in dust.

Mr. Meeker jumped around in front of me. He was almost my height but of a slighter build. He might have hoped to intimidate me, but he couldn’t.

“Lettie was just finishing,” he said, looking back toward what I took to be the kitchen. “If you wouldn’t mind waiting outside, she’ll be out in a minute. Are you a relation, Mrs. . . .”

I ignored him and went straight for the kitchen. “Lettie, is that you?” I called, pushing the door open.

There, at a little wooden painted table, sat a girl of fifteen with kid curlers in her hair and a cigarette between her fingers. She wore only a thin cambric gown and damask slippers of the kind Fleurette favored. It was an old kitchen with an iron stove and a washtub for a sink. It needed a good cleaning, but Lettie wasn’t the one to do it.

She jumped up when she saw me.

“You don’t look like a housekeeper,” I said, and went alongside her to take her elbow.

“No, I’m just—I’m here visiting until . . .”

Harold Meeker hadn’t followed us into the kitchen. I could only assume he’d realized that he was in trouble and tried to run. Sheriff Heath would grab him.

I kept a firm hold of her arm and said, “I’m from the sheriff’s department, dear. You’re not in any trouble, but we worry that you might have been misled by an advertisement Mr. Meeker placed for a housekeeper.”

Lettie was defiant. She jutted out her lower lip and put her free hand on her hip. “I’m allowed to apply for work. There’s no law against it.”

I heard voices from the other room and knew that Sheriff Heath had caught his man and returned with him.

“We believe he’s taking advantage of young girls, and there is a law against that. How long have you been here?”

She twisted around and looked toward the back door, but I pulled her firmly toward me. “When did you get to town, Lettie?”

She sniffed and dropped down to her chair. I eased down next to her. “Just last week.” She fingered the sardine tin she used for an ashtray. “I came out on the train from Ohio. I was going to New York, but something got mixed up with my tickets and here I am, with no money and no one to take me in but Mr. Meeker.”

Already I hated Mr. Meeker. What kind of man thinks he can just advertise for girls in the newspaper? “And what happened when he made it plain that he wasn’t just looking for a housekeeper?”

She put her face in her hands and didn’t answer.

I looked around for something for Lettie to wear and saw an old duster on a hook. “It’s all right. I’ve brought a lady with me who can find a better place for you.” I pulled the duster over her head and helped her up. She had a child’s bony shoulders. “Have you any things upstairs you’d like to take with you?”

She wiped her eyes. “I lost everything on the platform. My bag went one way and I went the other.”

“We’ll see what we can do about that.” I took her into the living room, where Harold Meeker stood in handcuffs alongside Sheriff Heath and a dazed Mrs. Headison. When Mr. Meeker saw us, he lunged for Lettie but could only rattle his chains at her.

“Did you call the sheriff?” he shouted. “You worthless little tramp, after all I’ve done—”

Sheriff Heath yanked him back, but they both lost their footing. Mr. Meeker kicked and fought and twisted out of the sheriff’s grip. He was free for only a second, and tried to run between us and out the door. I threw myself at him and forced him into a corner. I had my fist around his collar but still he flailed around and tried to push past me. Mrs. Headison gasped and ran across the room to take hold of Lettie.

The sheriff came up behind me and grabbed Harold Meeker’s arm. I pulled a little harder on his collar, forcing him to his tiptoes.

There was the tiniest flicker of a glance between me and the sheriff. Neither one of us wanted to let Mr. Meeker go. We were both enjoying ourselves. The man panted and seemed to wilt between us.

“I’ll add avoiding arrest and assaulting an officer to your charges,” Sheriff Heath said. “That’ll keep you in jail a while longer.”

I still had hold of his shirt. His neck had gone red where it pinched him.

“Get her hands off me!” Mr. Meeker gasped. “Who is she, your nurse?”

“She appears to be the deputy putting you under arrest,” the sheriff said. “Speak to her if you have a complaint.”

A little laugh escaped Lettie’s mouth, but I heard nothing from Mrs. Headison.

It was an awkward ride back to Paterson with me, Lettie, and Mrs. Headison in the back, and the men together in the front. I didn’t like to put a girl and her tormentor in the same auto, but we saw no other way to do it, as Mrs. Headison was too rattled to take Lettie back on the train alone and Sheriff Heath wanted me with him in case Mr. Meeker tried to escape.

The sheriff waited with his prisoner while I saw Lettie and Mrs. Headison back to the Travelers’ Aid Office.

“I know you’ll take good care of the girl,” I said. “It was right of you to call us.”

Paterson’s first policewoman still seemed agitated. “I’ll tell Mr. Headison all about you tonight in my prayers, but I don’t think he’ll believe me. The things they have you doing—well, I couldn’t do it, even if they did pay me.”

I stared down at her. Lettie was watching the two of us, open-mouthed.

“Don’t they pay you?” My salary was a thousand dollars a year, the same as the other deputies.

“Ah—well, of course not,” she said, slowly, still puzzling it out. “The chief expects me to serve out of a sense of duty and honor, and not to take a salary away from a policeman.”

I couldn’t think of a polite thing to say about that. I wanted only to get back into the wagon with my prisoner and to see him locked in jail where he belonged.

“Do call on us again if you need us, Mrs. Headison,” I said, and ran back to Sheriff Heath.

 

AT THE JAIL, he handed Mr. Meeker off to Deputy Morris, a dignified older man who had become a family friend when he guarded our house against Henry Kaufman last year. Morris nodded stiffly and congratulated me on my work as he took the man away.

But when I went to follow him inside, the sheriff called me back.

“Miss Kopp.”

There was something uneasy about the way he said it. He nodded toward the garage, a little free-standing stone building that had once been a carriage house and still had two stalls, matted with old hay, for keeping horses. He preferred it for private conversations because it had only one entrance, and there was no worry about someone slipping in a back door.

In the dim shadows under the eaves Sheriff Heath gave me a long and measured look and then said, “There’s some trouble about your badge.”

Something froze inside of me but I tried to make a joke out of it. “Have they run out of gold and rubies?” Sheriff Heath’s badge held a single ruby, and he was always at pains to say that it had been purchased by his bondsmen, not the taxpayers.

He kept a large mustache that stretched when he smiled. It stayed perfectly still. When he spoke again it was in the manner of a speech he’d been rehearsing. “It has been brought to my attention by an attorney—who is a friend to the office of the sheriff and very much on our side—that I may stand on uncertain legal principle in the appointment of a female deputy sheriff.”

My hands went nervously to my shirtfront. I patted myself down, smoothing my skirt and checking a button. “Haven’t I been appointed already? Haven’t I been doing the job since the middle of June?”

He took a step back and walked in a little circle, nodding. “You have. But it isn’t official until the county clerk draws up the papers, and of course we don’t yet have the badge itself. The trouble is that Mr.—our attorney friend . . .”

“Didn’t the state pass a law allowing for the appointment of women police officers? Isn’t that why you offered me the job?” There was a vibrato in my voice that I couldn’t control. Even as I said it, I was beginning to understand what had happened.

“Yes. But that’s the difficulty. The statute addresses police officers only. The sheriff is elected and governed under a different chapter of the law entirely. No mention was made of women deputies. In fact, the sheriff in New York City tried just such a scheme a few years ago, and had to abandon it because the law there requires that deputies be eligible voters in the county in which they serve, which means that women—”

I cut him off irritably. “Couldn’t possibly qualify.”

He was standing right in front of me again but I wouldn’t look at him. Then he said, “We’ve no such troubles about voting in New Jersey. It isn’t written into our laws that way. But if the lawmakers in Trenton had wanted women to serve as deputies, we can be sure they would have said so, and they didn’t.”

He had a higher opinion of lawmakers in Trenton than I did. “Couldn’t it have been an oversight?” I was practically yelling.

“Yes. And I’ve been advised to write to all the other sheriffs in New Jersey and ask if any of them have appointed a lady deputy under the new law. It would give us precedence.”

“And?”

“So far, no one has.”

“And you don’t want to be the first.”

He lifted his hat, pushed his hair back, and set it down again. “Miss Kopp. I can fight the Freeholders over my budget and how I discharge my duties, but I cannot willfully break the law.”

I turned away from him and tried to compose myself. I thought about the day, when I was about ten years of age, when I copied down a list printed in the newspaper under the title “What a Woman Can Do.” I wrote down each item in a neat and careful hand, and then crossed most of them out after considered them. The Profession of Music was thus eliminated, as was Coloring Photographs and Women as Wood Engravers. Housekeeper was blotted out so thoroughly that the paper tore. Dressmaking met the same fate, as did Gardening. In fact, the paper was nearly in tatters under the force of my emphatic little hand.

Only The Profession of Law remained, along with A Lady Government Official, Women of Journalism, and Nursing. Each of those wore faint checks beside them.

I hid that list inside a white glove that needed mending and never showed it to anyone. On it were all the possibilities in the world.

No one, back in 1887, had dared to suggest Woman Deputy.

Now my profession was being taken away from me as quickly as it had been given. Already I’d grown accustomed to thinking of myself as one of the first to prove that a woman could do the job. I wasn’t like Mrs. Headison. I wasn’t just a chaperone for wayward girls. I carried a gun and handcuffs. I could make an arrest, just like any deputy. I earned a man’s salary. People did find it shocking and I didn’t mind that one bit.

A blue rectangle of sky lay beyond the garage’s wide door. As soon as I walked out, I’d be ordinary again. I hadn’t realized, until that moment, how much I hated being ordinary.

I still had my back to Sheriff Heath. I thought it best to leave without letting him see my face again. “Well. I suppose I’ll go home.”

“There’s no need for that,” the sheriff said quickly. “I’ve something else for you, if you’ll take it.”

That was enough to make me turn around.

“I won’t be your stenographer.” I wasn’t about to sit in a room and take notes about what the other deputies had done.

Now he did smile a little. “It’s not as bad as that. And it won’t last long. Give me a month and I’ll find a way.”

I looked him in the eyes at last. They were sunken and soulful, and often carried dark circles around them. The man had a trustworthy face.

“A month?”

“That’s all. One month.”
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“IT WON’T BE A MONTH,” Norma said later that night.

I was sprawled across our divan, listening to my sister mutter at the newspaper. All I could see of her were her feet, crossed at the ankle on a tufted leather ottoman, and the tips of her stubby, chapped fingers gripping the paper by its edges. She kept at her side a portable gas lamp that made the room smell of Limburger cheese.

“Of course it will,” I said. “This is only a legal difficulty and he’s looking for a way.”

“He should be looking for his own backbone.” She rattled her paper again for emphasis. Norma was theatrical in her own way, a master of props, equipped with an impressive vocabulary of snorts, grumbles, and hisses, and always ready to bang a pot or slam a book shut to get her point across. In any disagreement, she could be counted upon to have a pencil and paper at the ready and to write down whatever outlandish and overheated claim the other party might be making, so that it could be entered into evidence and read back at a later date when it might favor her side.

When I didn’t answer, she made another run at it. “If he hasn’t any confidence in you, he should just say so. It may be true that most women lack the temperament, grit, and strength to enforce the law, but you have all three in abundance, and Sheriff Heath has no reason to doubt it.”

“He doesn’t doubt it,” I said. “He’s seen what I can do.” He had, hadn’t he? Norma had a way of speaking with such grim certainty that I could never truly dismiss those pronouncements of hers.

“Then why is he waiting for another sheriff to go first? Is he afraid of having his name in the paper? How the voters of Bergen County elected such a lily-livered man . . .”

“He’s afraid of having Constance’s name in the paper,” Fleurette put in. She was coming downstairs in her stockinged feet, bouncing down the last few steps and spinning so the hem of her dress sailed around her knees.

Judging from her blue-and-white gingham and the milk pail on her arm, I took it that she was playing a farmer’s daughter. She wore her hair in two braids, with fat pink bows tied around the tail of each, and carried white satin dancing shoes embellished with the kind of dainty beadwork that wouldn’t last an hour on a farm.

“I’m auditioning for the fall play tomorrow,” she said, hopping over to offer me a better look at her handiwork. “Helen wants to play my twin sister. We aren’t supposed to come in costume, but it’s no trouble to put a dress together and I think they’ll have to cast us, don’t you?”

I took the hem between my fingers and admired the stitching. Norma stared pointedly at her newspaper.

“I don’t think you’ll have any trouble getting the part,” I said.

Having Fleurette perform for others—and not just for the two of us in our parlor—was a novelty in our household. When the sheriff first offered me a job two months ago, I knew better than to go to work without finding some way to keep Fleurette occupied as well. She thought she should go to New York, but Norma and I managed to convince her that eighteen-year-old girls didn’t go to New York by themselves unless they were orphans working in factories, or society girls under the interference of a chaperone. We told her that Paterson would have to suffice and enrolled her at Mrs. Hansen’s Academy of Music and Dance. Right away she made a friend in Helen Stewart, a red-headed Scottish girl who was as fine and fair as Fleurette was dark and dramatic. They both had ambitions for the stage that I hoped could be contained within the walls of Mrs. Hansen’s school.

It pained me that Fleurette had never had a friend her own age before, a consequence of schooling her at home and our quiet life in the countryside. The isolation didn’t bother me and Norma, but we were past the age when girls needed a friend with whom to share secrets. Our mother hadn’t any friends either, but she never wanted any. She disliked strangers, the natural result of which was that she associated with very few people who weren’t either known to her from birth or born to her.

We fled Brooklyn for New Jersey precisely to get away from the few people who did know us and might question how a baby had come to be added to our family. If Mother was forced to reveal anything about us at all to our neighbors out in Wyckoff, she gave only the general impression that her husband had died. This was explanation enough for anyone who might question why a woman in her forties was living alone on a farm with two nearly grown daughters, an adult son (our brother, Francis, now married and living in Hawthorne), and a baby girl.

Fleurette grew up believing me to be her sister. The only two people who knew the truth were Norma and Francis. It was a secret that held a terrible power over me when I was younger, but in the last few years, we’d survived my mother’s death, the kidnapping threats that first brought Sheriff Heath to us, and, most recently, Fleurette’s eighteenth birthday. For the first time, we were finding our way out into the world.

Even Norma had put herself on a new path. She ran an advertisement in the Paterson Evening News soliciting members for the New Jersey Society for the Deployment of Messenger Pigeons to Aid in Civic Affairs, an organization of her own creation whose name sprang wholly formed from her staid and stodgy imagination. Fleurette tried to suggest something more spirited, such as the Paterson Pigeon Fanciers, which was rejected on the grounds that we lived in Wyckoff, not Paterson. She then put forth Winged Messengers, which Norma thought sounded too mystical, and then she proposed my favorite, the Association of Intelligent Birds, on which Norma refused to pass comment.

“The name need only explain our undertaking,” Norma argued, “and I don’t want anything that attracts show breeders and fanciers. We’ve far more important work to do.”

She had almost two dozen answers to her advertisement. The newspaper misprinted her name, calling her Norman Kopp rather than Norma, the result being that a few men dropped out when they understood a woman would be running the show. And there was never any question that Norma would have full charge of club affairs: she appointed herself both president and recording secretary and saw no need for any other officers or voting members.

“It isn’t really a society, is it?” Fleurette said when she saw the circular Norma had neatly typed with her name in every leadership position. “It’s more of a battalion, with you as the colonel.”

Every Saturday fourteen people arrived at our house at dawn with their pigeons packed in baskets and ready to fly. There were half a dozen women in the group. (I hadn’t any idea that there were so many other women raising pigeons in the barns of Bergen County.) A few of them brought a brother or father along. The rest of the group was made up of farmers who raised pigeons along with chickens, ducks, geese, guinea fowl, turkeys, and any other manner of bird that could be raised economically and sold at a profit.

None had any real experience in training pigeons to do what came naturally, which was to fly directly home after being transported a great distance. While all pigeons were possessed of this innate ability, Norma had lately come to believe that a methodical training program, begun at birth, would result in pigeons that flew at greater speeds and higher altitudes, making them of better use to doctors, police, and anyone else in need of a way of getting messages to far-flung places where telephone wires didn’t reach.

It was a relief to see Norma and Fleurette both engaged in their own affairs. Francis used to fret over our ability to run our own lives, but he seemed resigned to the fact that we weren’t about to let him take over. He still stopped by to deliver a pie from his wife, Bessie—for which we were endlessly grateful—and he would inspect the eaves or look around the barn with a proprietary air. Sometimes he made inquiries about our grazing land, which we leased to neighbors rather than keep our own livestock. We weren’t bothered by his questions. We were taking care of ourselves, and my wages were just enough to keep Norma in pigeon feed and Fleurette in ribbons and buttons.

If only I could hold on to those wages.

Fleurette was admiring herself in the little oval mirror above the mantel. “If I’m cast in the play, I expect you both to come and see me every night of the run. We’ve two months of rehearsals and we open in late October. Plan accordingly.”

Norma looked over the top of her paper with real dread in her eyes. “I’ll send a representative.”

“If you don’t come, I’ll have Constance arrest you.”

Norma snorted. “Constance hasn’t the authority to arrest a runaway dog.”

Fleurette spun around and looked down at me, her hands on her hips. “If you’re not allowed to arrest people, what are you going to do, exactly?”
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“I’VE NEVER HAD a lady guard before,” Mary Lisco said.

“They didn’t have one in Newark?” Martha Hicks asked. Martha had been arrested for stealing hosiery from the department store where she worked.

“No, and they didn’t have one in New Brunswick either, or in Yonkers.”

“Gee, you’ve been in a lot of jails,” Martha said.

“They don’t keep me long. If they do, I find a way out.”

Mary Lisco had escaped from the city jail in Newark and made her way to Hackensack, where she was caught putting her hand in the purse of the mayor’s wife. She had glossy hair the color of honey and the figure of a chorus girl. I had an idea about how she slipped out of jail so easily, and it didn’t involve a lady guard.

Mary might not have had the name for my job exactly right, but it was close enough. I was the jail matron, a perfectly legal job for a woman and the only position, other than stenographer, that Sheriff Heath could offer me after he stripped me of my duties as deputy. I had charge of the female section on the jail’s fifth floor, which usually held only three or four inmates. The women tended to be better behaved than the men and rarely gave me trouble. I devised ways to keep them busy, oversaw their chores, and read to them if they didn’t know how. It was simple work that any capable woman could have done—and I’d been doing it for longer than I should have.

I never liked to admit this, but Norma had been absolutely right. One month had stretched into two. It was late October and I was still without a badge. I had the authority to decide whether or not to let these two girl thieves out of their cells for a little fresh air, but I hadn’t the authority to arrest them in the first place and I felt diminished because of it.

I swung open Mary’s door and Martha’s. Mary had only just been arrested the night before and this was her first time out of her cell. “You can walk around your cell block during the day and stretch your legs,” I told her. “Did they let you do that in Newark?”

Mary raised an eyebrow but didn’t answer. She and Martha stepped out of their cells at the same time and looked each other over, having only been acquainted through the sound of their voices thus far. Martha had thin lips and a narrow nose that had been broken, and the long, loosely jointed fingers of a piano player. I saw Mary look her up and down and decide if she could be put to use.

The jail was equipped with casement windows that could be cranked open by anyone who possessed a key. I gave the handle a half-turn, which was as far as the bars would allow it to go, and the noise from the street below rushed in: the rattle of motor cars, the ringing of trolley bells, and a man shouting something unintelligible at a horse.

The girls leaned against the window like two housewives meeting over the back fence. A brisk autumn breeze sailed in and Martha took a long, deep breath. “Oh, I like that.”

“It’s the smell of civilization,” Mary said.

Inmates loved to get a whiff of downtown Hackensack: the wet green wood from a cabinet shop, the long squat bakery behind Main Street that churned out loaves for the restaurants, and even the coal stacks and coughing, sputtering automobiles.

That smell had become part of my daily life as well. I’d always had charge of the female section, ever since Sheriff Heath first hired me, and it was customary for me to look after the women inmates when I wasn’t out on a call. I never minded it and believed a jail matron to be necessary if the women were to be properly cared for. But now it was all I did, and with so few women in our custody, the days tended to drag.

I was beginning to suspect that Sheriff Heath was reluctant to mount a legal defense if he was challenged over appointing me deputy. Every day he faced some new criticism from the papers or the Board of Freeholders and he didn’t need another. He also likely feared his wife’s wrath if the papers got hold of a story about Bergen County’s new female officer arresting a man or getting into some unfeminine scrape with a criminal. Mrs. Heath didn’t care for her husband’s progressive ideas, nor did she like the way they invited the ridicule of reporters. There would be a price to pay—at home and in the public eye—for giving me a badge and turning me loose on the streets of Hackensack.

Or did he harbor doubts as to whether I could do the job? He’d never said as much, but he might not have wanted to admit that he’d made a mistake. I thought over and over about the cases we’d worked together, and wondered where I might have gone wrong. I had strength enough—I was of a more substantial size than some of the other deputies—and he’d seen me handle a suspect. Surely he knew I wasn’t prone to fright or hysteria. It was true that I was inexperienced, but where was my experience to come from if I didn’t have the job?

Worries like these had a way of infecting my mind, especially with so much idle time on my hands. Had I enjoyed knitting, I would have kept the Red Cross in scarves all winter. Instead I watched Martha and Mary plant their elbows on the window-sill and press their foreheads against the glass, two conspirators planning mischief in low voices, and wondered what morally instructive activity I might contrive for them.

There were only two other inmates under my care: Ida Higgins, who’d been accused of setting fire to her brother’s house over some family dispute we hadn’t yet worked out, and a grandmother charged with neglect after her grandchildren were found locked in a barn and eaten up with lice. The grandmother was senile and possibly insane. She often mumbled to herself but had nothing to say to the rest of us. If we couldn’t get her to tell us something soon, she’d almost certainly be committed to the asylum at Morris Plains and her grandchildren left under the permanent care of an orphanage.

Both she and Ida were snoring quietly in their cells. I was in danger of nodding off myself when Sheriff Heath called to me from the top of the stairs. He’d developed the habit of announcing himself before he entered the female section, which I thought strange considering that there had always been a man working on this floor before. But there he stood, modestly, his eyes on his shoes, so I excused myself and went to see him.

He carried his coat and hat. “Come and help me with a lady in Garfield.”

I could tell from his tone that he didn’t want to discuss it within earshot of the inmates. I put the girls back in their cells. “Do your cleaning,” I told them.

“We clean every day,” Martha protested. “I might like a little dust for company.”

“You wouldn’t have a cigarette, would you?” Mary called after me. That made Martha laugh.

“Did they give you cigarettes in Newark?” I asked.

“No. That’s why I had to leave.”

I let the girls have their joke and followed Sheriff Heath down the stairs and out to the garage. His mechanic had the wagon out and ready for us.

“We’re just going over to Malcolm Avenue.” He opened the door for me and ran around to the other side. “A lady shot her boarder.”

“What for?” I asked.

“Something about the rent.”

“Are you sure I should go along?” I hadn’t been out with him on a case since the Harold Meeker arrest, two months ago.

He settled in behind the steering wheel and looked at me from under the brim of his hat. “Do you imagine I enjoy having lawyers tell me how to run my office?”

“You are a lawman. You’re expected to follow the law, not just enforce it.”

“This is a murder. It’s the first one involving a female shooter this year. A lady deputy might get a confession where a man wouldn’t.”

He wasn’t asking my opinion, but he did wait and watch me.

“She might.”

“Besides, she’s already been arrested. That makes her my inmate. You have charge of the women, so you should come and collect her. That’s how I see it.”

That suited me just fine, so I didn’t say another word. There rose up in me the peculiar thrill that goes along with a ghastly crime: a woman accused, a fallen victim, and reporters writing their lurid headlines. It was like being on a horse at the moment it broke into a gallop. I was in motion again, at last.

When we reached the corner of Malcolm and Clark, we found two police officers waiting for us on the front lawn of a run-down brick lodging-house. An upstairs window was broken and boarded over. Weeds sprouted from the roof. It looked like the kind of place where people were shot over the rent money.

On the front steps, a man’s shoes sat marooned in a pool of blood. Tufts of clover and dandelion around the steps were smeared with it as well. The officers stood with their hands on their hips, staring down at the mess as if they were reading tea leaves. One of them, Stevens, was a man of about sixty who started working in Hackensack law enforcement when it was nothing but a volunteer protective league equipped with target rifles and draft horses. I hadn’t met the younger officer and took him to be a new recruit.

“Where is she?” Sheriff Heath asked.

“Down in the basement, talking to the detective,” Stevens said. “They just took the victim to the hospital.”

“I take it those are his shoes,” the sheriff said. “Is he still alive?”


The officer shrugged. “For now. She got him in the shoulder, and he sure did bleed. Looks like a goner to me.”

Sheriff Heath sighed and nodded to me. I pulled a notebook out of my handbag. We had to be prepared for the possibility of a confession while she was under our supervision.

“What’s the name of the victim?” I asked.

“Saverio Salino,” the younger officer said. “Are you the new stenographer?”

“This is Miss Kopp,” Sheriff Heath said. “She’s the ladies’ matron at the jail.”

“There’s a lady working at the jail? Inside, you mean?”

Officer Stevens interjected. “They’ve a lady police officer over in Paterson now, too. Looking after dance halls and the like. The mayor doesn’t like to see paint on the girls’ cheeks and she goes around with a handkerchief rubbing it off.”

“If we can get to business,” Sheriff Heath said.

“Salino worked at the munitions plant with Mrs. Monafo,” Stevens said. “She rents rooms to some of the young fellows who work over there.”

“Is that the shooter?” I said. “Munafo?”

“Monafo,” the younger officer repeated, spelling it. “Given name is Providencia.”

“Spanish?” the sheriff asked.

Officer Stevens shrugged. “Italian, more like.”

“They don’t like the war over there, but they come over here and make bullets and bombs,” Sheriff Heath said. “What else do we know?”

“She claims Salino had a sister living with him but refused to pay any extra rent,” Stevens said. “They got into a fight over it and he threatened to beat her up. That’s when she shot him. She got scared and ran right out of here and jumped on a streetcar. Then I guess she thought better of it and came back.”

“She came back?” the sheriff said. “Why?”

“Maybe she had nowhere else to go, or maybe she knew we’d finger her anyway. By the time she got back, Salino had dragged himself up the stairs, and there he lay, in full view. Someone saw him and telephoned.”

“Where’s the sister?” Sheriff Heath asked.

“Nobody’s seen her.”

“How do we know she was really his sister?” I asked.

“Who?” the younger officer said.

Stevens punched him in the arm. “Who do you think? She’s asking if the sister was really his sister, or maybe she was a lady friend.”

The officer rubbed his arm. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“You don’t think of much, do you?” Stevens said.

Sheriff Heath was looking restless. “We’d better go meet our prisoner. Who’s down there with her?”

“John Courter.” Stevens made a sympathetic face when he said it.

Sheriff Heath reached up and shifted his hat. “We’ll manage. Let’s go, Miss Kopp.”

It was a popular saying around the Hackensack jail that no sheriff could keep the peace without disturbing it in equal measure. While Sheriff Heath possessed an agreeable and well-mannered disposition, he had more than his share of enemies. Since his election, he’d criticized the Board of Freeholders over the expensive but poorly constructed new jail he was given to run, feuded publicly with the county physician over medical care for the prisoners, and exposed the negligence of Detective John Courter in the newspapers.

This last dispute had been the most costly. A sheriff needed friends in the prosecutor’s office if he wanted to see his cases tried and cleared. But Detective Courter refused to cooperate in any investigation involving the office of the sheriff, and contrived to lose evidence and miss court dates if it would put Sheriff Heath in an unfavorable light.

I was the cause of the trouble between them. When Mr. Courter refused to prosecute the man who was threatening my family, I aired my complaints against him in the newspapers. Since then he’d kept up a steady and persistent feud against the sheriff. I hadn’t seen him in months and wasn’t looking forward to doing so again.

The sheriff jumped over the doorstep to avoid the victim’s shoes and the blood stain. He held his hand out to me, a gesture I generally refused on the grounds that I needed no help in getting around, but he took a firm grip on my elbow before I could say anything and pulled me across.

We stood together in the dim, wood-paneled entrance to the boarding-house. A staircase to the right led up to the second floor, and to our left was the door to a parlor apartment. An old gas lamp of yellow glass and tarnished brass swayed above us. A set of pigeon-holes on the wall were marked with the names of each tenant. Saverio Salino occupied a room on the third floor. Mr. and Mrs. Monafo lived in the basement.

I followed Sheriff Heath down to the end of the hall, where a narrow door opened into a makeshift stairwell. Although we could hear Detective Courter talking, there seemed to be no lights on below. He turned around to me.

“Can you see down there?”

“Of course.” I wished he wouldn’t be so careful with me.

He paused and tilted his head in the direction of John Courter’s voice. “I guess I’d better do the talking.”

“Please do.” I couldn’t think of a single civil word to say to that man.

At the bottom of the stairs the sheriff knocked on the door jamb and, without waiting for an answer, entered the shabbiest apartment I’d ever seen. The concrete floors were covered in overlapping rugs that looked like they’d been discarded once, pulled out of the garbage for someone else’s use, and cast off again before being rescued by the Monafos. Mice had chewed holes through the rugs long before President Cleveland took office and returned again at some point during Mr. Roosevelt’s tenure. The walls had been papered with what might have once been a pattern of red and white roses, but now looked like a patchwork of grease stains and nameless filth interlaced with the permanent ochre of tobacco smoke.

The room—and it was only a single large room with a boiler in the back—was incoherently crowded with furniture in the manner of people who could not afford a single nice thing and instead collected every broken and rotten thing that came their way. There were wooden chairs with three legs, pillows leaking their stuffing, tables with holes burned through the top, and a sagging iron bed whose posts were nearly rusted through. In one corner stood an old coal stove and a metal trough for a sink. Judging from the odor of spoiled milk, I gathered that the Monafos had no means of cooling their food. There was also no toilet, which suggested the possibility of an upstairs water closet shared with the boarders, or a privy out back.


In the middle of this mess stood John Courter, his hands in his pockets, looking down on a heap of scarves and rags that contained within it Providencia Monafo. Between the two of them, on a spot of bare floor, was another stagnation of blood. It had begun to attract flies.

“I hope this is the scene of the crime,” I said.

The detective might have been expecting the sheriff to come and take her away, but he wasn’t expecting me. He took a step back when he recognized me.

“Can’t you leave your lady friends at home, Sheriff? This is an official matter.”

“Miss Kopp is the matron at the jail,” Sheriff Heath said stiffly. “She comes along when we have a female to transport. Is Mrs. Monafo to be placed in my custody?”

But Detective Courter hadn’t unhitched himself from the topic. “It’s not my business if you have a girl running a sewing circle at the jail, but this is a murder. I called for a deputy.”

Last year I threw a man against a wall when he made me angry. I’d been trying not to do that anymore. Still, something about Detective Courter made me want to knock him around. The sheriff paid him no attention at all and I endeavored to do the same.

I knelt down in front of the woman. “Mrs. Monafo, we’ve come to take you to the Hackensack jail on the charge of shooting Saverio Salino. Have you anything to say before we go?”

She pulled a scarf away from her face and looked out at me. She was older than I’d expected, with loose folds of skin that wobbled about her chin as she moved, and pale, shriveled lips. A shock of gray hair fell across her eyes.

“I shoot him to protect me.” She spoke English with the Italian cadence common to the immigrants who worked in the factories. “He make threat to attack me and then to kill me, and he say my husband never know what happen.”

Detective Courter jingled the coins in his pocket. “I’m pretty sure your husband would’ve noticed a dead wife, Mrs. Monafo.” He was one of those men who spoke loudly to immigrants on the assumption that they only understood English if it was shouted at them. “I’d like to know the whereabouts of that husband of yours. If I don’t find your fingerprints on the gun, I’ll be wanting to have a look at his.” He patted his coat pocket, where I supposed he had the gun tucked away.

Providencia Monafo gave a feeble shrug. Sheriff Heath nudged my shoulder and I said, “The detective is here to take your statement.” I made sure each word came out slowly and clearly. “Mr. Salino may die at the hospital.”

What I was trying to let her know, without saying so directly, was that if she confessed to shooting Salino, she might also be confessing to killing him. Sheriff Heath had a similar case go badly last year, when a man confessed to beating a night guard before he knew that the guard had died from the injuries. The confession was thrown out because the man had made it without realizing he was confessing to murder. That man went free. Sheriff Heath didn’t want Mrs. Monafo to be acquitted for the same reason.

My warnings didn’t seem to matter. She jutted out her shaky chin and said, “I shoot him. If he die, they bury him. It don’t matter to me.”

The detective smiled, his mustache stretching and wiggling as he repeated her statement to himself and jotted it down. He closed his notebook and nodded. “Now I’ve you two as witnesses to the confession. I hope you enjoy Mrs. Monafo’s delightful company. She’ll be in your custody for a good long while.”

“That’ll be fine,” I muttered, and reached into the pile of filthy rags that Mrs. Monafo had wrapped around herself. I took hold of an arm and pulled her to her feet. She was only five feet tall, the same as Fleurette. She cackled when she saw the way I towered over her.

“No wonder they make you police,” she said.


4

PROVIDENCIA MONAFO CARRIED with her to jail hundreds of minuscule inmates of the six-legged variety, all latched to her skin and gulping down what was to be their final meal. We kept a separate prisoner entrance for this very reason. Inside, a brick- and concrete-lined hallway led to a tiled shower room that was furnished only with a metal chair and a wire bin.

The chair was for me. I sat just outside the range of the shower and ordered Mrs. Monafo to disrobe and stand under the stream of hot water. To my relief, she obeyed. I didn’t particularly want to get into a struggle over the removal of her clothing. She scrubbed herself with naphtha soap until I told her she could stop. Then I handed her a towel and a cotton gown of the sort issued to hospital patients, and offered my chair to her. Once she was seated, I told her to hold the towel to her face while I combed her hair with mercurial ointment. The more tenacious inhabitants of her scalp came away in drifts, clinging to loose hairs that I dispatched into a jar of alcohol as I worked.

The ointment tended to raise blisters, so I sent her back to the shower for another assault with the soap and hot water. When she was finished I combed her hair again with petroleum oil to smother whatever stowaways remained.

The wire bin was for Mrs. Monafo’s clothing, which would be taken directly outside and burned behind the garage. The hospital gown and towel would go into a bucket of hot water and borax that very night. I issued Mrs. Monafo a new set of underclothes and a house dress, along with a cap for her oily hair and a pair of knitted slippers. I assured her that we’d find her a more serviceable dress in the morning.

This was the method by which every inmate entered the Hackensack jail. It had become an ordinary matter to me. In fact, I took a strange satisfaction from it. I might not ever see these women cleansed of their crimes and misdeeds, and I might not keep them from misfortune and misery, but I could rid them of vermin and send them to sleep in a clean and quiet bed. For some of them, it was the first night they’d spent free of torment—of one kind or another—in years.

Mrs. Monafo had little to say to me that afternoon. I found it best to leave the women alone at first and to wait for them to come to me if they had something to confide. I put her in a quiet cell at the end of a block and brought her the usual Monday night supper of molasses, bread, and coffee. There was a little mutton stew left from lunch, so I spooned that into a cup as well. She sniffed it dubiously.

“Do you like to cook, Mrs. Monafo?” I asked.

She looked in my direction but didn’t answer.

“The inmates do all the cooking here. It’s a new program of Sheriff Heath’s. Our cook used to make his living as a second-story man, but we’ve found he has a talent for stews and chops as well. Perhaps you’ll cook for us one day.”

She blinked and said nothing. Even in her clean cotton house dress she had the look of a bundle of rags about her. Sometimes the vestiges of a woman’s old life hung on for weeks, and sometimes she never shed them at all.

 

I WOULD LET Mrs. Monafo rest for a few days and not bother her with the inmate work program. As jail matron I had charge of the women’s duties, which were really nothing but a routine of cooking, laundry, and cleaning, and therefore familiar to them. It was the belief of Sheriff Heath and some of the other more reform-minded sheriffs in the state that the criminal mind could be rehabilitated by imposing order upon a disordered life. According to this line of thinking, women committed fewer crimes precisely because their days were filled with domestic duties.

But we always had a woman or two who managed to stay at home and do the cooking and cleaning while still finding time to commit a monstrous crime. Some of them stitched their drunken husbands into the sheets while they slept and beat them with broom handles. Some of them poisoned their mothers-in-law with spoonfuls of sugar laced with arsenic. Some of them set their houses on fire. They did all of this without ever leaving home.

I wasn’t convinced that giving women the same chores they’d been doing right before they fired the gun or slipped the poison into the sugar would go very far in reforming their characters. I would’ve rather seen them take a course or learn a trade, but we had nothing like that on offer. Instead I tried to keep them busy throughout the day, with the exception of older women like Providencia, whom I permitted to lie down in the afternoon and rest their eyes, as I had known women of that age to do all my life. I could think of no advantage in depriving a stout, mature woman, who had been on her feet all day, of a little rest in the afternoon. And Providencia Monafo looked like she had been on her feet her entire life.

When I took the rags she’d been wearing out to the burn bin behind the garage, I stood for a minute under the gray and chilly sky. The steam heating had only just come on for the winter and it made the jail’s top floor unseasonably warm. The wind stung as it came across the Hackensack River, but it was exactly what I needed. I shook my skirts out and loosened my collar.

The lights were just coming on in the Heath family’s apartment. The sheriff, his wife, Cordelia, and their two children lived in an austere set of rooms on the first floor, facing the river and the drive by which all motor cars and inmates arrived. It couldn’t have been a pleasant place to live, but the sheriff was required to reside at the jail and to supervise it around the clock.

I was about to go inside when I saw a young deputy named Thomas English walk around the corner with a man in chains. He must have been bringing him back from the courthouse next door, where the inmates often had to go for hearings or appeals. Being occupied with his inmate, he didn’t notice that the Heaths’ maid, a young girl named Grayce van Horn, had stepped out of the apartment to shake a rug. He was leading the man right to her.

I saw what happened next but I was too far away to stop it. The inmate turned to the girl and said something that made her shriek and drop the rug. She ran inside and the man made a move to go after her. Deputy English probably had him well in hand, but the sight was too much for me and I ran up the gravel drive and reached for the inmate. I stumbled as I took hold of him and knocked him over, taking the deputy with him. The three of us went down in an undignified heap.

“What did you say to her?” I shouted, my knee in his back and my skirts in disarray.

With his face in the gravel, his voice was faint and tinny.


  “Fräulein Kopp, mein Engel.”


I rocked back on my heels. It was Herman Albert von Matthesius, an old German who’d been in our custody since June. He had the dignified face of a scholar, with a high forehead, a sharply chiseled nose, and a strong chin with one dimple squarely in the center. He wore wire-rimmed spectacles that had become dislodged in the commotion.

“I’m not your angel,” I said. I hated that he insisted on speaking to me in German. The situation in Europe was growing graver by the day and anyone caught speaking in the Kaiser’s tongue could be accused of spying or disloyalty. But the sheriff knew that I’d grown up speaking French and German, so from time to time he called upon me to translate. One day von Matthesius heard me speaking in German to an old rail-yard worker who had been arrested for stealing coal. From then on, he considered me his confidante.

There was something sneaky and manipulative about the man, and hearing him speak to me in the old intimate language my mother taught me always made me feel exposed. English was the language of Sheriff Heath’s jail. German was the language of our kitchen table and Mother’s old bed and a closet under the stairs where Norma and I would hide as small children and listen to our parents fight in their mother tongues, before they realized that we had absorbed every language spoken under our roof.

Deputy English scrambled to his feet and jerked the inmate up by the shoulder. “What in hell do you mean by knocking us over? Aren’t you supposed to be upstairs in your chicken coop?” That’s what the guards called the female section. Two or three female inmates together was a hen party. Only Sheriff Heath and Deputy Morris called the fifth floor by its proper name.

I shook the gravel out of my dress. “What did he say to that girl?”

Deputy English squinted at me. He was one of those lean, wiry young men whose sharp and even features could make him look handsome if he tried, or brutal if he let anger get the better of him. He had brown eyes that were flat and expressionless, giving me the uncomfortable sense that he never meant what he was saying. He was too sure of himself and too certain that he knew more than Sheriff Heath or any of the rest of us.

“Leave that to me.” He pulled at von Matthesius’s handcuffs with one hand and put another hand on the man’s back. “And try not to go stampeding over people like a circus elephant.”

The inmate smiled and used his shoulder to push his glasses up on his nose. “I was only offering my greetings to Miss van Horn and her good brother who looks after her.” His voice made a thin whistle through his teeth when he spoke. Deputy English yanked him away without another word and took him inside.

Now I understood. He’d found out something about Grayce and used it to rattle her and, through her, to intimidate the Heath family. Some inmates liked us to know that they had help outside—and that their helpers could find out more about us than we knew about them. It was an old trick, but none of us liked to see it played.

Von Matthesius had a habit of listening closely to the conversations that echoed up and down the jail’s central rotunda and remembering everything he heard. I was careful not to speak of my family at work, but within a week he knew Norma and Fleurette by name, and understood that we lived alone in the countryside. He also knew about Sheriff Heath’s family, and had the nerve to ask his brother Felix to deliver a bouquet of flowers to Mrs. Heath during one of his weekly visits. On the card was written, “To dear and gracious Cordelia, on the occasion of her birthday, with appreciation and good wishes from a friend and admirer, Rev. Dr. Baron Herman Albert von Matthesius.”

Mrs. Heath had, in fact, celebrated her birthday only two days before. The delivery unnerved her so that she nearly took the children and moved back to her mother’s. The sheriff spent an entire afternoon persuading her to stay.

I knocked on the door to the sheriff’s apartment and called to Grayce. She opened the door, peeked out at me, and let me into the Heaths’ sitting room, where she dropped into a chair with her arms folded across her chest and her chin tucked down into her collar. She was seventeen but had the fat cheeks of a child and a little pursed mouth that looked like it hadn’t yet found much to say. Her hair hung down in two braids, both tied with blue ribbons. The ends were tattered from the Heath children pulling at them.

I sat down across from her. “I’m sorry about that old man. You shouldn’t ever have to see the prisoners. I’ll speak to the sheriff about it.”

She sniffed and said, “My brother doesn’t like me working here and I might agree with him. I don’t know how Mrs. Heath tolerates it.”

I leaned back and looked around the room. There was hardly an inch of fabric Cordelia Heath hadn’t embellished with peacock feathers, butterflies, and damask roses. I’d always felt that one could read a woman’s discontent in the amount of embroidery in her sitting room. It gave me a crowded and nervous feeling to sit among so much frantic stitchery.

“Mrs. Heath has made it very comfortable.” It seemed like the only decent thing to say.

The baby cried from the next room. We both stood up as little five-year-old Willie stumbled into the doorway. He was a perfect miniature of Sheriff Heath, all dark hair and solemn brown eyes. His sister, the baby crying behind him, favored her mother, with a halo of golden curls and delicate well-bred features.

“Willie, go back to bed,” Grayce said. “Mother wants you to have your nap.”

The boy just stood and stared at us, tugging at his yellow nightshirt. I usually only saw him from a distance, when Mrs. Heath walked the children to a park across from the courthouse in the afternoons and let the boy clamber over a bronze statue of a general from the Revolutionary War. There was nothing for the baby to do but sit on the grass in fair weather and pull out tufts of it. We had no garden at the jail, or yard, or any other place for a child to play.

Willie reached his arms out mutely. Grayce sighed and picked him up. Just as she disappeared into the next room, a key rattled in the door and Mrs. Heath walked in. She was too distracted with her hat and coat to notice me at first, but when she did look up, she gave a startled cry, as if she’d disturbed a burglar.

“What in Heaven’s name?” One birdlike hand flew to her neck and clutched at her collar. She favored old lace that had some sort of pedigree. I suspected a patrician English grandmother as the source.

I said, in what I hoped was a calm and officious tone, “Everything’s fine, ma’am. One of the inmates shouted at Grayce when she stepped outside. It gave her a shock and I thought I should sit with her.”

“I thought you were to stay on the women’s floor.”

Grayce came back into the room and said, “Miss Kopp rushed right over when she saw what happened. That man had no right to speak to me.”

“I’m surprised by you, Grayce,” Mrs. Heath said quietly, composing herself long enough to pull off her earrings and set them on the table. “I thought you were such a level-headed girl. Did anyone see you?”

Grayce looked puzzled. “See me? Outside?”

“I’m sure no one saw, Mrs. Heath,” I said.

She would never say so directly in front of hired help, but she was worried that a courthouse reporter had wandered over and witnessed the scene. Mrs. Heath had an unnatural dread of newspapermen and believed them to be lurking about the jail at all hours, ready with a notebook if any opportunity arose to embarrass the sheriff over some mishap.

“Well, then,” Mrs. Heath said. “You may go on upstairs, Miss Kopp.”

Nothing suited me more. The door leading to the jail’s interior corridor was of a solid and unyielding metal, and I had to put my weight against it to open it.

“Although . . .”

I turned, wearily, and waited. She pursed her lips and tilted her head as if the idea had just come to her. “Couldn’t we have someone else guard the ladies at night? I recall something about you having a home to go to. I’ve never been myself, but I understand my husband spent quite a bit of time there last year when you had your troubles with those men.”

She had the kind of fine, aristocratic face that one sees on porcelain cameos, and she knew how to arrange her features in such a way as to belie the meaning behind her words. I had to remember that I was on duty and should conduct myself as a member of the sheriff’s staff.

“Yes, ma’am. I live out in the country and it’s too far to go every night. Now that the days are getting shorter, I’d have a long walk in the dark. Sheriff Heath thought I should take a cell alongside the female inmates.” I had only recently outfitted my cell with a lamp, a quilt, and a few books and magazines. It was not unusual anymore for me to fall asleep to the sobs of a girl pickpocket on her first night in, the mumbled prayers of a lonely woman afflicted with gout and a penchant for arson, and the symphony of snorts, groans, and whispers sent up from the men downstairs. It was never entirely peaceful, but I’d grown accustomed to it.

A shudder came over me as I heard myself tell the sheriff’s wife that I’d been speaking to her husband about my sleeping arrangements. I hoped she couldn’t see the flush creeping up my neck.

Her eyebrows lifted. “Well. If you’re living under this roof, you must see quite a lot. You will remember not to speak of any disturbance at the jail. The reporters know you, and they will ask.”

She made it sound disgraceful to be the kind of woman known to reporters. In my case, she might have been right. Some people aspired to the society page, but I’d only ever been found among the crime reports.
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THE NEXT NIGHT a guard summoned me downstairs.

“Sheriff’s outside, miss. Asked to speak to you.”

I was about to call lights-out anyway, so I made sure everyone was in bed and went down. Sheriff Heath had just driven into the garage and was waiting for me there. It had been raining all afternoon and the path from the jail was nothing but a series of puddles with minor archipelagoes of gravel between them. I hopped from one to the next, my skirts hitched up as high as I was willing to take them, but I was entirely soaked by the time I reached the garage.

He was standing by the fire, talking to his mechanic. I ducked under the awning and breathed in the familiar smell of leather and motor oil, wood smoke and sweat.

“We need you at the hospital,” the sheriff said. “Von Matthesius is raving in German. They had a German nurse to translate, but she’s off-duty and they haven’t been able to find her.”

“I didn’t know he’d gone to the hospital. What’s the matter with him?” I worried suddenly that I’d knocked a rib loose when I threw him down.

He lifted his hat and rubbed his temples. “That’s what we’d like you to tell us, Miss Kopp. He has a fever and a sweat, and his heart is weak, but the doctors haven’t been able to find anything particularly wrong. They were about to release him when he coughed up blood and started shouting in German.”

“He could tell them in English,” I said as we settled into the sheriff’s motor car. “He’s perfectly capable of it.”

“But he won’t. He’s making us do it his way. I don’t like it either, but if he’s got something of consequence to say, I’d like to hear it before they release him. After that business with Grayce yesterday, I’d just as soon leave him there.” We rolled down the drive and I buttoned my coat against the cold.

“He didn’t seem ill.”

“But how are we to know? We can’t do much longer without a jail physician.” Sheriff Heath spoke under his breath, as if talking to himself. “It’s unfair to the inmates. They’re locked inside and can’t very well send for a doctor themselves. They depend upon us. But I can’t be the one to decide when to take a man to the hospital. And everybody who comes in here has a bunion and a loose tooth and gout or a fever or some damn thing or another. It’s practically an infirmary already, except we’ve got no doctors, no nurses, and no druggist. We should fix them up a little while they’re here, and not just because it’s our Christian duty, but because we have an opportunity to put them on a path to clean living. Give a man a shower and a hot meal and a Bible to study and hard work to keep his hands busy—that’s how you turn a criminal into a citizen. Not by locking him in a dungeon.”

Sheriff Heath was a quiet man, but he knew how to make a speech. I studied his profile, which was already as familiar to me as my own brother’s. It occurred to me that there was something admirable about a man in his late thirties. He was old enough to know his own mind and still young enough to do something about it.

“Those are fine ideas,” I said. “It’s why the voters put you here.”

“I wonder. Cordelia says the voters didn’t elect me to save souls and only want to see criminals put away. And she was none too pleased to see that business with Grayce make the papers. She says it makes us look like we can’t control our inmates.”

“How did it make the papers? No one saw.”

He shrugged. “I think Grayce talked to a reporter, or her brother did. I told Cordelia not to worry about it. An inmate misbehaved. It’s not even worth writing about, unless you’re a reporter getting paid by the word.”

Main Street was crowded, even in the rain, and it was slow going. We rode along in silence until I said, “What was von Matthesius’s crime? I must have read about it at the time, but I don’t recall.”

It wasn’t actually true that I didn’t recall. In fact, I’d never been told. The crime had been scandalous in some way that had never been satisfactorily explained to me. None of the men—not the sheriff, not the deputies, not the guards—could bring themselves to tell me precisely why some of the men were in our custody.

Sheriff Heath coughed and didn’t look at me. “Serious charges,” he said.

This was the newspapers’ way of hinting at a crime too aberrant to be described in a family newspaper. I’d never heard the sheriff use the term, but perhaps he’d never had cause to.

“He was running a sanitarium in Rutherford and three young men under his employment accused him.”

“Accused him of . . .”

But the sheriff wasn’t telling. “I don’t believe he’s any sort of doctor. You know he calls himself a reverend and a baron. He seems to collect titles whether he deserves them or not. I’m glad to be depriving New Jersey of his criminal mischief, but I don’t know how we’ll endure another year of it.”

“Couldn’t he pay the fine?” Any number of crimes in Bergen County were met with a sentence to be served only if the fine wasn’t paid.

“There was a fine, but he doesn’t have the money. I heard the sanitarium was filled with antiques and paintings. I don’t know what’s become of them.” That was all the sheriff would say.

“Well, I’m glad to go out on some calls again,” I ventured. “I hope this means you’ve found a way to return me to my old job.”

“Is the position of jail matron too dull for you, Miss Kopp?” he asked distractedly, leaning forward to try to see through the glass. The rain made it impossible.

“I only mean to say that I’ve been out on two calls in as many days, and that’s an improvement. I’m sure I can be of better use—”

“I’m sure you can,” he said, but he was hardly listening. “What’s happened up here?”

The Hackensack Hospital was a formidable six-story block of red brick and iron columns. The circular drive in front was so choked with carriages and hulking black automobiles that we couldn’t find a place to stop. Nurses ran back and forth between them, shouting to drivers who could not hear and only blew their horns. Lanterns were being passed around, bobbing and swinging in the dark. By their light I caught a glimpse of a man being carried in by his feet and shoulders. Electric lamps blazed from the entrance to the hospital, but there were so many people crowding the doorway that I could only make out the silhouette of a mob in panic.

Deputy English had been watching for us. He ran out into the rain, dodging the vehicles and the doctors rushing to pull patients from them.

“Wreck on the train tracks,” he said, leaning in through the window on Sheriff Heath’s side. His eyes flickered up at me and away again. “A wagon loaded up with Italians coming in from one of those factories outside of Newark. Drove right through the crossing. They brought in eight men just now, but it looks like there’s more.”

Rain dripped off his hat and down the end of his nose. He looked at Sheriff Heath expectantly. Behind us a horn squawked and a man yelled for us to get off the street.

“Go tell that man to be civil and to drive around if he’s got business at the hospital,” the sheriff said. The deputy ran off.

While we waited, thunder rumbled in the distance. A crack of lightning illuminated the hospital’s bulk against the sky, but it was so faint that only one chimney came into view and then disappeared again into blackness.

Sheriff Heath shook his head. “I can’t post a man at every crossing,” he said, mostly to himself. “If people can’t listen to a whistle, then I don’t know what else to do about it.”

Deputy English’s face appeared in the sheriff’s window again. “I’d better stay and help sort this out,” Sheriff Heath said to him. “Take Miss Kopp to von Matthesius.”

To me he added, “See what you can find out, and be quick about it. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Find out about what?” Deputy English asked, a little petulant.

Sheriff Heath raised his arm against an onslaught of rain coming through the window. “Just get her in there!”

I gathered the collar of my coat around my neck. The deputy and I dashed through the rain, dodging puddles on the patchy lawn and skirting the nurses and orderlies carrying in the injured. At the entrance we had to duck behind a doctor setting a dislocated shoulder. The patient—one of the factory men, I assumed—was splayed across a stretcher. A nurse had hold of each leg and another had taken his right arm. The doctor gripped the left arm and made ready to pull. We ran behind him just before he made his move. I heard the patient’s screams all the way up the stairs.

After the turmoil on the first floor, it was blessedly quiet on the second. Deputy English marched down a narrow hall lined with wooden benches, all of which were empty, and I hurried to keep up. The doors to the sick wards, each one numbered in gold lettering on a small window meant to allow a nurse to look in, were all closed. Above us, the electric lights flickered in their dusty shades.

“It’s that damn storm,” he said. “We’re going to be stuck here all night.”

At the end of the hall we turned the corner and found a nurse sitting at a desk. “Miss Kopp to see the prisoner,” the deputy said. “Sheriff’s orders.”

The nurse was one of those steely, silver-haired women who tolerated no nonsense from patients or doctors. She looked up at me through wire-rimmed glasses and said, “Hurry up, then. And take him on out of here if you can. We’re going to need that bed.”

We turned the corner and jogged down another hallway to von Matthesius’s room. At the end of the hall were two tall windows, and to one side was a doorway leading to some other passage. An orderly was slumped over on a metal chair outside the prisoner’s door, half-asleep.

Thomas English kicked at the chair and the orderly jumped to his feet. “Get on downstairs.”

He yawned and pushed a lock of sandy-colored hair out of his eyes. “I don’t think anybody’s looking for me quite yet.”

“Then you should go and look for them.” Deputy English spoke through gritted teeth. It was enough to make the orderly jump up and run off, leaving us alone in the hall. “If there’s anything worse than being stuck on guard duty at the jail,” he said, “it’s having to spend an entire afternoon at this hospital, making sure that a man who can’t get out of bed doesn’t get out of bed. What did I bring you here to do?”

“Sheriff Heath asked me to speak to him and then we are to wait.”

“You spoke to him yesterday and nearly knocked the wind out of him.”

“If you can speak German, you can do the translation yourself.”

He turned and spit on the floor. “We should put the Germans on a boat and send them home. This is a waste of my time. I belong down there bringing in the wounded, not standing around with a sick old man and the sheriff’s lady friend.”

“Then go.”

I wasn’t going to let him draw me into a fight. Sheriff Heath should never have given this boy a badge and a gun. He wasn’t ready for it. Boys like him were already sneaking into France by way of the Canadian Army, so eager for a chance to shoot at someone that they would pledge fidelity to another nation to do it. Being hotheaded and careless, they were the first to be killed.

“But you’re the ladies’ matron. You can’t guard a male inmate,” he said, in a simpering, singsong voice, the way a little boy delivers taunts. “Sheriff won’t like it.”

“He doesn’t mind,” I said. “Go on.”

He looked me up and down and then glanced at the door to von Matthesius’s room. His face was all hard angles and calculations. “All right. He’s yours now.”

He turned on his heel and marched off just as the windows rattled at the end of the hall and hail thrummed against the glass. Soon there was another low rumble of thunder, and the lights flickered again. He broke into a run, glancing back only once as he rounded the corner and vanished.

At last I eased the door open and took a look inside. Von Matthesius lay flat on his back in an iron bed. He’d been confined to a windowless room not much larger than a closet. Such rooms were reserved for the insane, the highly infectious, and the criminals sent over from the jail. There was no chair and no table. A suit of clothes hung on a hook. A wool blanket had been kicked to the floor.

When the door opened wide enough to cast a panel of light across the bed, his eyes flew open and darted in my direction. His head didn’t move, and he spoke out of the side of his mouth. “Ich bin sehr schwach auf den Beinen und es zieht sich bis in die Schultern hoch. Ich ertrage das nicht mehr lange.”

It was a litany of symptoms: he couldn’t move his legs, he was having trouble with his shoulders, and he thought he might not live much longer. The strange incantation continued: his toes had gone numb, the blood had left his ankles, his lips were dry, and he had lost the sensation in his fingers.

I leaned over the bed to get a better look at him, taking care to stay just out of arm’s reach. His lips never stopped moving and his eyes rolled around wildly. Drops of sweat sprung from his forehead like leaks in a rubber hose. Something brown and tarry leaked from the corners of his mouth, and there was blood on the pillowcase where he’d been coughing.

“Sind Sie durstig?” I asked. He didn’t stop his chanting or his mad eye-rolling, but he did nod slightly. I looked around for a drinking glass, but saw nothing.

“I’ll go out in just a minute and get you some water,” I told him. “The doctors find nothing wrong with you. What do you believe to be the matter? If you can’t tell me, you’ll go back to jail.”

His eyes rolled up until I saw nothing but the whites, little half-moons laced in red like the hairline cracks in porcelain. A tremor came over him that made his teeth rattle. Then he went limp and his eyelids dropped shut.

I wanted to keep him awake and talking until the sheriff arrived. So I knelt down next to him and kept my voice low. “Isn’t there any sort of treatment that could help you?”

“Es ist zu spat.” It is too late for that.

I sat back on my heels and watched him breathe in the murky half-light. His breaths came in long, shallow stanzas, with rests between them so protracted that I wasn’t sure he was still breathing at all. In his better days he had worn a neatly trimmed silver mustache, but someone at the hospital had given him a crude shave and chopped at his hair to keep it out of his eyes. He looked like he’d aged ten years overnight.

A rattle in his throat turned into the kind of racking cough that can send a man into a fit. “You need some water,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I stepped into the hall but saw no one. There wasn’t a sink or a water fountain in sight. I didn’t dare go looking for one: the door to von Matthesius’s room held a plain glass knob and a keyhole below it, but I didn’t have a key and Deputy English hadn’t said anything about one. I could hear someone running down the stairs just beyond the nurses’ station, but thought it best not to call after them for a glass of water when there were so many patients in worse condition downstairs.

When I went back to his room, von Matthesius had risen up and put one bare leg on the ground. He looked up at me and put a hand to his throat, gasping for breath. It might have been the strange shadows in the room, but I could swear his face was going a little blue.

“Try to be still.” I put a hand to his chest and eased him back into bed. “You can breathe. Someone will be here in a minute.”

He did seem to settle into a raspy wheeze. I stepped back to the door to watch for anyone who might be of help, and I was rewarded almost right away by a clatter outside and the sound of footsteps. A crowd of nurses and doctors rushed past, pushing two carts. I didn’t dare stop them and they disappeared around the corner. Through the window at the end of the hall I heard an even greater uproar from the street below. I closed von Matthesius’s door behind me and dashed over to get a better look.

Beneath me was a scene that could have been a battlefield. The hospital’s circular drive was entirely overrun with motor cars and nervous horses lashed to their carriages. At least another dozen victims must have arrived from the wreckage. Some were being carried in, but others were stretched out on the grass, shielded by umbrellas and makeshift tents. Every nurse, orderly, doctor, cook, and janitor must have been outside, fighting through the crowd to bring the wounded in.

I looked across the street to a row of automobiles and saw the sheriff’s. He was down there somewhere, one of the black hats bobbing in the dark. From above, the rain fell in streaks that caught the light from the hospital windows.

I was back at von Matthesius’s door when another clap of thunder shook the walls and the lights went out. A groan rose up from the crowd outside. They’d have to operate entirely on lanterns and candles.

I opened the prisoner’s door. “Baron? The lights have gone out everywhere.”

He mumbled something and I leaned in far enough to make out his figure on the bed. I could hardly see anything, so with some reluctance I reached out a hand and took hold of a bony kneecap. He jumped and I pulled away. At least he’d stopped coughing.

“I’ll be right outside,” I said, and stood in the darkened hall. There wasn’t even the faintest glow from the window, which meant that the street lamps must have gone out, too, and the rest of Hackensack, as far as I knew.

From somewhere down the hall, a metal tray clattered to the floor and a nurse called out, “Go on! I’ll get it.”

“Leave it,” a man shouted back, and they rushed away. The wheels of another cart rolled past, accompanied by the rumble of more footsteps. I pressed myself against the door and waited. Every few seconds there was the blur of a white uniform dashing by, and then I would hear a door bang open down by the windows, and another set of wheels would roll past.

A man’s heavy step approached and I asked, “What’s going on?”

“We had three surgeries under way downstairs, and men with crushed legs waiting their turn,” he called without slowing down, just a dark figure rushing away.

“Isn’t there anything I can do?” I called, but it was useless to ask. Someone had to guard the door, and I was the only one to do it.

Another roll of thunder was followed by a lightning strike so bright that the hallway was lit for a few seconds. A tray of metal instruments had been dropped and scattered. Some kind of bottle had broken and thrown chips of brown glass across the floor.

I ran across the hall to kick it all under a bench. The lightning was gone and the hospital once again plunged into darkness, so I couldn’t be sure I’d removed everything. For a long while I did nothing but stand at my post, gripping the doorknob to von Matthesius’s room and holding my breath as nurses and doctors ran past and patients cried out from distant rooms.

Finally I heard Sheriff Heath at the nurses’ desk. “I’m down here,” I called, and soon he rounded the corner with a lantern swinging from his hand.

“Watch your step,” I said. “There’ve been a few spills since the lights went out.”

He cast a circle of light around and kicked a pair of scissors and a roll of bandages out of the way. “It’s a real mess downstairs. Where’s English?”

“He went down to help you,” I said.

He was out of breath. A spatter of blood stains ran along the front of his coat, from one shoulder to the other. His hat was gone, probably lost in the commotion. He wore a look of shock I’d seen on him only once or twice before.

“Well, I don’t know where he is,” he panted. “I put him here to guard the prisoner. He shouldn’t have left. I’ve got other deputies down there now.”

“I’m sorry, I . . .”

“Never mind. How’s von Matthesius?”

“He’s resting. He said he’s having trouble moving his legs and that he’s losing sensation in his limbs. He has a terrible cough, too. Now that you’re here, I’d like to get him some water.”

More footsteps pounded toward us and the sheriff lifted his lantern to illuminate the passageway. It was a nurse with a baby in her arms, and two orderlies carrying more bandages and supplies. “We could use that lantern,” she shouted as she ran past.

“I’ll bring it to you,” the sheriff said. Turning to me, he said, “You’ll stay here until English turns up. We don’t know when the lights will come back on. I’ve got a man out checking the wires now.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Let me look in on the Baron again before you take that lantern away.”

My hand was still on the doorknob. I turned and swung it open. The sheriff lifted his lantern and we stared into an empty room.
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“THIS ISN’T HIS ROOM.”

The bed was stripped. We stared at the mattress’s blue-and-white ticking. There was no blanket on the floor, and no suit of clothes on the hook.

I’d been holding the wrong doorknob. The inmate’s room was next door.

We turned at the same time to reach for the other door. I knew before it opened that the room would be empty, and it was, save for the blanket and the dressing gown tossed across the bed. I’d never felt such horror at the sight of a vacant room.

Sheriff Heath lifted his lantern high and pitched it up and down the empty hall. “Didn’t you see anything?”

“No! I—Of course not. I would have stopped him if I’d seen him.”

“Check the rooms.”

I started at one end of the hall and tried every door. The rooms were stripped bare. There was no sign that von Matthesius had been in any of them. The sheriff worked his way down the other side as I turned back to the inmate’s room. I shook out the blanket and the dressing gown and pulled back the sheets on the bed. I bent down and looked in every corner of the room in case he’d dropped something—a scrap of paper, a button, anything at all. But von Matthesius had been quick and meticulous. Every time I’d stopped in to check on him, he must have been in the middle of readying himself, waiting for the right opportunity. I could picture him now, slipping his clothes on under the covers in case I walked in. When he heard the tray overturn and my footsteps running to clear the broken glass, he must have seen his moment and taken it.

He’d left nothing behind. I tossed the mattress over and looked under the bed. My fingers skipped along the grooves in the floor, as if there could be some trace of him in the dust.

Sheriff Heath and I met again in the hall.

“He’s gone,” I said, pushing down the thick dread in my throat. My forehead had broken out in a sweat. “I’ll search the first floor in case—”

But he was already turning away. “Just stay here.”

I should have chased after him but I was numb and rooted to the floor. I heard him running down the stairs and calling for his deputies. Then the electric lamps came on and under their glare I could see only the terrible truth of what I’d done: the empty white corridor, every door swung open now, revealing nothing.

The sheriff would be organizing a search party downstairs. I was of no use waiting outside an empty room. I went to the end of the hall and there, at the desk, was Deputy Morris speaking quietly to the nurse. They both looked up when I came around the corner. The nurse started to say something, but Morris shook his head and walked over to me.

So it would be Morris who handed me my fate. I stood and waited.

I couldn’t look him in the face. My eyes were fixed on his feet. It took twenty-nine steps for him to reach me. When he got to me he said it as quietly and kindly as he could.

“Sheriff wants me to find you a taxicab.”

 

THE HOUSE WAS DARK but they must have only just gone to bed. The charred remains of a log were still shifting and settling in the fireplace grate. I knocked something over as I stumbled across the sitting room: a theater prop of some kind, made from pasteboard and papier-mache. A floorboard groaned upstairs and Norma called out.

“What are you doing home?”

“Go back to bed.” I couldn’t bear to tell her.

She came down in her flannel gown and bare feet. “What’s the trouble?” She stood at the bottom of the stairs with her arms folded over her chest. “You look stricken. I hope you’re not about to tell me that Sheriff Heath has asked you to run off with him, because I’ve noticed him looking at you very strangely and it makes me wonder exactly what he’s got on his mind. If he’s taken any license, I’ll go right over there and—”

“Norma, stop it!” I was still trying to untangle myself from the mess of paper and fabric Fleurette had left sitting in the middle of the room. She’d pasted some kind of false fur to it. I suppose it was meant to be a fox or a wolf.

“Then what’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” I kicked the thing away in frustration. “Nothing’s wrong, except that I was finally let out of that jail long enough to do a deputy’s job and had some hope of earning my badge, but now that crazy old German has run off and it’s my fault and I’ve gone and ruined everything.”

“You’ve trampled the sheep dog,” Norma said, clearing what was left of Fleurette’s prop from the floor. She pulled a sweater off the divan and wrapped it around herself. “Did you say you’re getting your badge?”

A door banged open upstairs and Fleurette called down. “What happened?”

“I’m afraid there’s been a mishap with the sheep dog,” Norma shouted.

“It’s a goat,” Fleurette said, and soon she was downstairs, too, eyeing the remains of her creation. She wore a shawl of red Japanese silk and gold fringe that hung down to her feet and brought to mind a very expensive piano drape.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “It was dark and I didn’t see it.”

“You’ll make it up to me.” She bent down and patted it on what was left of its head. The creature had buttons for eyes and one of them dangled precariously, so she snapped it off. Then she looked up at me again.

“Why are you here in the middle of the night shouting about an old man?”

I put my hat on the rack and started to shake my coat off, then noticed how cold it was and thought better of it. “Never mind.”

“Constance was just telling about some unpleasantness at work,” Norma said.

“You work in a jail!” Fleurette said. “Of course it’s unpleasant.”

“What I was trying to say,” I nearly shouted, making them both take a step back, “was that I let an inmate escape tonight.”

“You didn’t!” Fleurette gasped.

“Of course she didn’t,” Norma said.

“I did.”

“But it wasn’t your fault,” said Norma. “You haven’t been given enough responsibility to have anything be your fault.”

“I wish that were true.”

“Sheriff Heath must be to blame,” she continued, “or that other one we don’t like. What was his name?” From Norma’s pocket came a rustle of paper and I thought she was preparing to write it down.

“No one else is to blame. I was guarding an inmate at the hospital and the lights went out and in the confusion, he ran off. It’s the worst thing I could have done.”

They stared at me. I kept my eyes on my feet, which seemed very far away and looked like they belonged to someone else.

At last Norma cleared her throat. “Well. It isn’t really the worst thing you could’ve done. Prisons do burn down, you know. There was that fire in Toronto last year that started with a guard’s cigarette and a mattress on the floor, and . . .”

“Thank you, Norma,” I said, dropping into a chair. “That lifts my heart. Letting a prisoner escape is far preferable to lighting the place on fire.”

“Although Sheriff Heath might not think so at the moment.” Norma perched on the arm of my chair.

“Of course he doesn’t. He sent me right home. He wouldn’t even speak to me himself. He had Morris do it.”

“Mr. Morris was here? And you didn’t ask him in?” Fleurette ran to the window to see if he’d left.

“He wasn’t here,” I said wearily. “He just put me in a hansom so I’d be out of the way.”

I couldn’t stand to listen to them anymore. I pushed Norma off my chair and started up the stairs to bed.

“Sheriff Heath had no cause to send you home,” Norma said, following me upstairs. “Although in this case, there is one thing—”

“Not tonight,” I said, and slammed my bedroom door.
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“CONSTANCE!”

Norma was rapping on my door.

“Are you awake?”

She knocked again, louder this time. “Didn’t you hear me? Sheriff Heath’s outside.”

I pulled the blanket around my shoulders and went over to the window. He was standing in the drive next to his motor car, talking to Fleurette.

Norma came in wearing her barn coat and boots. She disapproved of sleeping late and her expression let me know it.

“He’s been out all night. You should’ve been out there with him.”

“He sent me home.” I looked down at the top of the sheriff’s hat. He was stooped over slightly to listen to something Fleurette was telling him, his hands in his pockets.

Norma came and stood next to me at the window. “It’s good that he’s here, because I’ve made up my mind about what you ought to do and now you can go downstairs and tell him about it.”

She waited for me to ask. I didn’t.

“I’ve decided that if you had charge of the old German, then you ought to go find him yourself and bring him back. Why should you sit at home when you’re the cause of all the trouble?”

Norma, who had never had a job, who rarely left the house except to run her pigeons down the road, was telling me to go out and hunt a fugitive.

“Thank you. It never occurred to me to just round him up.”

She put her shoulder under the window sash and grunted until it gave way. The sharp bite of the wind came in, and the smoke from a distant chimney, and the odor of mud and wet leaves.

“What are you doing?” I tried to push the sash down again but it was too late. Fleurette heard us and looked up, and the sheriff followed.

“He’s waiting for a word,” Norma said, “and I don’t like him skulking around here all day. Are you going down or aren’t you?”

I was shivering in my nightgown and my bare feet had gone white. I climbed back into bed. “I’m not.”

“She’s coming down!” she shouted, and slammed the window shut before he could answer.

“I don’t know why you’re so eager to send me out on a manhunt. You used to consider it a fine idea to keep us all away from the criminal element.”

Norma pushed me over with her knee and sat down next to me. “If it becomes known that you’ve disgraced yourself in your very first professional position, you won’t find another. No one will hire the girl who let the prisoner escape.”

“I hadn’t realized.”

“But if you’re the girl who captured the fugitive, that puts the matter in a different light, doesn’t it?”

She sat, breathing very noisily, awaiting my answer. I turned back to the wall and closed my eyes, then heard her walk over to my dresser. When she returned, there was a rustling of paper and she smacked me with something—a rolled newspaper, a heavy magazine. Then she pulled the blanket off my bed, sending a rush of cold air up my legs.

“Norma!” I tried to take it back but she was already folding it and seemed prepared to take it with her.

“You’ve got nothing else to do anyway. You’re of no use to either of us. We dislike your cooking, and we’ve already hired a boy to do the vegetable garden. He’s much better at it than you were. We’re going to eat a cucumber for the first time in years.” She clamped the blanket under her arm and went to work on the bedsheet.

I sat up and pushed my hair away. She stripped my bed of anything that might have made me comfortable, and then paused and looked down at me the way she looked at a broken fence board before she took a claw hammer to it.

“If you’ve no employment, then Fleurette won’t get her singing lessons.”

“Hand back that blanket.”

“And if we can’t keep body and soul together, I suppose we’ll sell the farm after all. Francis might have some ideas about that.”

I didn’t want to know what our brother would say. There seemed to be no getting rid of Norma and she was bent upon making my bedroom uninhabitable. I went to the wardrobe and shoved my arms into an ugly old green dress that looked as terrible as I felt.

“Or we could find a husband for Fleurette and he’ll look after us.”

“That’s just fine.” My stockings tore at the ankle but I yanked them on anyway.

Norma stood in the doorway and watched me wrap my hair into a knot and stick pins in it. “Although our troubles are nothing compared to Sheriff Heath’s,” she said. “He’ll go to jail for this.”

My hair dropped all around my shoulders and the pins went everywhere.

“Jail?”

 

I MARCHED OUTSIDE and Norma followed me. “Is it true they’ll put you in jail?” I shouted.

Sheriff Heath stood a little straighter in his coat and tipped his hat at us.

“Miss Kopp,” he said.

Norma ran along behind me and called, “I was on my way to telling you last night but you had such a case of nerves you couldn’t listen.”

I came to a stop right in front of Sheriff Heath. Dark patches sagged under his eyes. His skin had that pasty cast that people get when they stay up all night.

“Is it true?” I asked him.

He swallowed and looked around at the three of us. “There is a law,” he said, his voice a little hoarse, “that a sheriff can be jailed in place of a criminal he allows to escape. But it’s rarely enforced and you needn’t—”

“I should be the one to go to jail.”

“You won’t. It’s the sheriff’s responsibility if an inmate escapes.”

“It certainly is,” Norma said, recalling everything she knew on the subject with the brisk cheer of the well-informed. “It’s one of the reasons a sheriff must furnish a bond. Your bondsmen are going to be very unhappy with you. They’ll have to pay the prisoner’s fine, and I’m not so sure you wouldn’t face a trial and a jail term.”

I took Sheriff Heath by the arm. He looked down in surprise but I held on to it. “You can’t go to jail. What about Cordelia and the children?” I couldn’t imagine the disgrace.

“We’ll get him,” the sheriff started to say, but Norma talked right over him.

“Well, Mrs. Heath couldn’t stay in the sheriff’s quarters if he was in jail. She’d have to find somewhere to go. Don’t her parents live in Hackensack?”

Fleurette had been watching us from under the brim of a heavy velvet hat. “Would they really put a sheriff on trial?”

“Of course not,” he said, but it was a quick and automatic answer and I didn’t believe it.

“It’s possible the prosecutor’s office would take pity on you and spare you a trial,” Norma said. “You have managed to keep at least one friend in the prosecutor’s office, haven’t you?”

Of course he hadn’t. Sheriff Heath ran a hand over his mustache and I thought he might lose his patience with Norma. I sent her and Fleurette away, for which he gave me a little nod of gratitude.

When we were alone, he said, “I’ve put men at all the train stations. We’re going around to the hotels, and asking anyone who—”

“I know. You’re doing everything you can. But nobody really knows where to look.”

He coughed into his fist. “We’ll get him. Although the papers have it for the evening edition.”

The papers. They would hound him for weeks over this. “I hoped you might catch him before the press got hold of it.”

“We didn’t.”

I couldn’t face him. I looked out at the barn and the dry meadow beyond it. “Let me go with you.”

“Miss Kopp.”

“I might be of some use. He’ll speak to me.”

He lifted his hat and pushed his hair aside. “I’m doing my best to keep your name out of it. You don’t need another scandal in the papers, you and your sisters.”

He was trying to protect us. His kindness only made it worse. “It doesn’t matter about my name in the papers. But I won’t sit out here while the rest of you go and . . .” I choked on the very idea of waiting around on our sleepy old farm while the other deputies were out searching.

“It’s exactly what you’ll do,” he said. “Get some rest for a few days and then come back to the jail when you’re ready to work.”

“I’m unfit to work at the jail. I let a man go. You’ve no choice but to dismiss me.”

He started to answer but thought better of it. I might have convinced him that I was right.

I took a step back toward the house. Something turned over inside of me. It had seemed impossible only a few minutes earlier when Norma put it before me, but now I could see it plainly. There was only one thing for me to do.

“Never mind. I’ll go alone. I’ll find him.”

I took a few more steps backward in the gravel. He wore a look of defeat and exhaustion and put a hand on the hood of his motor car to steady himself. “It isn’t safe for you to go chasing after a fugitive. I won’t allow it.”

“But you sent the other deputies!”

“You’re not a deputy.” There was something definitive about the way he said it.

I should have stopped myself right there, but I couldn’t. “That’s your fault! It’s been two months. I was a deputy before and I should be—”

He took off his hat and slapped it against his leg. “Damnit, Miss Kopp, I believe last night showed why you’re not a deputy.”

We stood only a few yards apart but the distance between us had never been greater.

“Pardon me,” he said. “I didn’t mean—”

But it was too late. Of course he meant it.

“They’re not putting you in jail for something I did,” I said quietly. “I won’t have it.” I stepped inside and slammed the door shut behind me.

Norma and Fleurette had been listening from the foyer. I leaned against the door and the three of us stared at one another. Sheriff Heath answered with a roar of his engine. His tires sprayed gravel behind them and he was gone.

Norma had my coat over her arm and my hat in her hand. When I took the hat from her I saw that she was also holding my revolver.

“I suppose you heard him,” I said. “He’s right.”

Norma pushed my coat into my chest and waited until I’d put it on before handing me the gun.

“It’s nonsense,” she said.

“He hasn’t any ideas about finding him.”

“Yes, well, he’s a man of limited intellect, and if he had more than one idea at a time they’d die from overcrowding.” Norma was absolutely bristling with the sense of occasion that had come over her. She looked me over impatiently and reached up to take me by the shoulders. “You look wretched, but I know you’ll put that to some advantage. Let’s get you on a train.”
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THE GREAT OPEN waiting room at Pennsylvania Station received me the way a cathedral receives the lost and desperate. Even in the middle of a dreary late October day, with the sun fighting for a place between the broken clouds, there was a sanctity to the light. It gained something by its passage through the grand high windows, and when it fell on the faces of the brusque businessmen and fashionable young girls and haggard old working men in their crumpled hats, it bestowed upon all of them a generous glow that seemed to come not only from the glass above, but from the plaster and stonework all around. I turned my face up to it and closed my eyes. There, in that column of weak light, I felt revived.

But not forgiven. I didn’t want forgiveness. I wanted nothing but my inmate, back in jail where he belonged.

Norma’s notion of how to prepare for a manhunt consisted of tucking four ham and potato sandwiches into a hamper alongside three messenger pigeons, it being her idea that I would release the birds if I caught the man or if I needed rescuing. I tried to explain that it would do no good to send a message to my sister in the countryside if I was in urgent need of assistance, and, besides, the pigeons seemed intent on getting into the sandwiches and were quite likely to break out of the hamper and fly home on their own once they’d eaten my lunch. Nonetheless she packed all of this into the buggy and took me to the train station in Ridgewood, where I agreed to eat half a sandwich but take no more, and persuaded her to set the pigeons free.

I intended to go first to von Matthesius’s brother’s apartment on the chance that he might be hiding there. We all took turns signing in visitors to the jail, and Felix had been to see his brother often enough that I knew the address. Beyond that, I hadn’t any sort of plan, and felt as shaky and skittish as a newborn colt as I wove through the train station, past the leather-skinned shoe-shine men snapping their rags and whistling, the newspaper boys with bags slung over their shoulders, a lunch counter where girls in hobble skirts perched on stools and ordered sandwiches and buttermilk, and a vast empire of ticket booths offering fares to San Francisco, Denver, and other unimaginably distant places.

On Seventh Avenue I was confronted by an icy wind for which I was ill-prepared. I gathered my collar around me and leaned against it, my head down, my cheeks stinging in the cold. I felt strangely conspicuous, as if everyone in New York knew that I was a disgraced former jail matron who had let a criminal escape.

Fortunately, no one even bothered to look at me. It was the great blessing of a busy city that one could be invisible in a crowd, but it was a blessing for the criminals, too. I forced myself to keep my head up and my wits about me as I marched uptown. After a few minutes I wondered if I should have looked around for a taxi or a trolley, but the blocks were short and the walk invigorating, so I kept to it.

When I reached the park, I walked around Columbus Circle, past the theaters and great dining halls and the enormous old carriage house that had already given way to a concern selling motor cars. Just to the west was a down-at-the-heel neighborhood of squat brownstones and dingy shops bearing the names of every Irish, French, and German family ever to sail across the Atlantic. There were derelict old saloons alongside fishmongers, dental parlors, and Yiddish tailors offering to buy old trousers.

I hurried past a puppeteer making wooden ostriches dance for a crowd of children, and a man with a banjo playing for pennies. A boy down the street bore woolen piecework in a pile over his shoulder, running it up the stairs of a workhouse and landing back on the sidewalk before I had even covered the block. On the corner a pair of skinny girls in braids sold matches and shoelaces to any young man who walked by. They ducked into an alley when a policeman blew his whistle and I wondered what else they might have been offering for sale. From some window above me, a trumpet played a popular melody and a bent old man sitting on a stoop banged out the rhythm on an ashcan.

Felix’s building stood just off Ninth Avenue on a block that cowered under the shadow of the rickety and noisy elevated train. From the tracks came the perpetual drift of soot. It landed on hat brims and lodged in eyelashes and nostrils. Everyone kept their noses in their collars when they crossed under the tracks, and I did the same.

He lived in one of those skinny old buildings only two rooms wide. It had the appearance of having been dropped into place from above. The front door was locked and the shades pulled down over all the windows.

Before I could ring the bell, the door opened and a bony old woman in a house dress stepped out onto the stoop with a pail of murky water. I walked in as if I belonged there and she didn’t stop me.

Just inside the door, a row of five mailboxes gave the names of the tenants on each floor. Felix von Matthesius was not among them, but there was a German name, Reiniger, on the top floor, so I decided to begin there and work my way down.

The stairs were as unreasonably narrow as the building itself. My skirt brushed both the wall and the iron railing as I climbed. At each landing I had to maneuver my shoulders and the brim of my hat to get around the corner with any kind of clearance. The walls were of a dingy old cracked plaster stained with tobacco smoke and, here and there, the black traces of a long-ago fire. The stair rail had given way and been propped up with wooden stakes that didn’t look like they would hold the weight of a child, much less any person of more substantial size.

In the hall on each floor, wooden planks showed through layers of painted floor cloths of the kind that had been common when I was a child. All the doors were closed and I heard no noise from the occupants of the rooms as I climbed. From one of them I could smell coffee burning and from another came the odor of a pork chop in a pan.

At the fourth-floor landing I stopped to catch my breath. A bald man with an enormous belly opened his door and peered out at me. He had a pipe clamped between his teeth and a maimed hand, twisted and marred with a purple scar, tucked into his suspenders.

“Nobody home up there, miss,” he said out of the side of his mouth not occupied with the pipe.

“That’s fine. I mean to leave a note.” I was still huffing from the climb.

“I told the men last night. He’s not coming back.” He sucked on his pipe until an ember in the bowl lit up and cast a little orange light.

“Which one of them was here last night?” I asked, trying to make it sound as if I didn’t care one way or the other.

“Just some cops. Aren’t you one of them?”

“Why would you say that?”

“You look like one of those ladies they put in the dancing parlors,” he said, taking an exaggerated survey of me from head to toe. “Respectable-looking, and big enough to catch a girl if she ran. Hell, you’d catch me if I tried to run.” He took the pipe out of his mouth and gave a raspy laugh, showing a gold tooth. Something about the man’s convivial grin endeared him to me, even though he looked like a tramp, or like he was one week’s rent away from becoming one.

“Aw, I’m sorry, miss,” he said when I didn’t answer. “I didn’t mean to say that you were big, just that you’re . . .”

“It’s all right, Mr. . . .”

“Teddy Greene.”

“Mr. Greene. The man who lived upstairs. Was he a shorter man, fair of complexion, German stock?”

“That’s the one,” he said. “Never did get a name. After Mrs. Reiniger passed away, he moved in. He’s been quiet enough. Kept to himself. He left in an awful hurry. Must be in some kind of trouble, is that right?”

I glanced up the stairs. The final passageway was even narrower than the rest. Mr. Greene saw me looking up at it and said, “That one got added on. Used to be nothing but a tarpaper shack on the roof, but the landlord figured he could fix it up and charge rent for it. Go on up. You won’t find nobody.”

He was right. The topmost flat had been built as an afterthought. The steps leading up to it were made of rough wood that had once been painted black. At the top step was a scarred wooden door, and pinned to that was a note. I lifted it up and recognized Sheriff Heath’s handwriting.

 

Dear Mr. von Matthesius,



 

I’ve sent my men to find you and to ask your help in searching for your brother, Herman Albert, who vanished earlier this evening from the Hackensack Hospital and may be in poor health and in need of a doctor’s care. If you find this note before my men find you, I advise you to report to the Hackensack Jail immediately.



 

We await your assistance—



 

Yours very truly—

Sheriff Robert N. Heath



 

I reached out to smooth the folds of the letter. In the course of doing so, the door drifted open.

The room beyond was dim and still. I held my breath. Nothing moved. There wasn’t a sound except the distant clamor of the street below.

It was only a small shabby flat with a sink and a hot plate just inside the door. A pair of unwashed teacups sat alongside a jumble of saucers and spoons. If there was a window, it was heavily curtained. The rest of the room was too dark to make out from my vantage point.

I couldn’t get over the feeling that someone was standing behind that door, waiting for me. I nudged it open another few inches with my foot and stepped inside.

The rooms—there were two of them, the one in which I stood and another beyond—had been built in the last ten years or so and were of simple construction, with odd-sized windows that didn’t open and pieces of mismatched trim around the doors. It looked like the whole room had been made out of the broken and discarded remnants of other buildings. The walls were so thin that the sounds of the street drifted right through them: a train rattling past on its elevated tracks, a bell ringing on a pushcart, a newsboy calling an extra.

A heavy tapestry curtain hung in the doorway between the two rooms. I pushed it aside with my elbow—I was reluctant to touch anything for fear I’d leave with a case of fleas or pox—and found in the next room only a sagging mattress in the corner, an empty wardrobe, and a metal washtub. On a corner shelf was a bowl holding the kinds of things a man might pull out of his pockets at night: beer hall tokens, match-books, a stray button.

In the back was a small door with no knob and no lock, only an iron gate latch. I lifted the latch and gave the door a shove. It opened onto a wobbly tar and gravel roof. I stood looking at the uneven line of rooftops stretching along Ninth Avenue and down Sixty-First Street. I could’ve easily hopped from one to the next, dodging laundry lines and chimneys all the way to the end of the block.

A bucket on the roof seemed to answer for a toilet. I turned quickly away but couldn’t help but see the alleyway below where, if I looked long enough, I would start to see rats scampering between the piles of ash and chicken bones and other filth thrown down from the roof. I squeezed back through the door and shut it behind me.

As I parted the curtain between the back room and the front, a voice said, “It’s bigger than I thought it would be.”

Teddy Greene was standing in the front room, huffing from the effort of climbing the stairs. He kept his pipe clenched in his teeth and grinned gleefully at me.

I started to explain what I was doing inside, but before I could, he said, “Don’t worry about me, miss. No questions asked. I know you won’t take nothing, a lady like you. Nothing here you’d want, unless he stole something. Is that it? Has he got some jewels hidden around here? ’Cause if he does, I’ll help you look for ’em.”

“Oh, no, Mr. Greene. In fact, I can’t be sure he’s done anything wrong at all. Another man is missing, a relative of his, and I—I mean, we—we need some help finding him.”

“You and the sheriff?” he asked, with a gimlet-eyed look and that sharp, gold-toothed grin.

“That’s right. You saw the note from the sheriff. Do you know anything at all about where Felix went or what he did? Had he any sort of employment?”

“He seemed to be some sort of peddler. Always carrying things upstairs and then hauling them down again to sell in one of the second-hand shops around here. I thought there might have been something under-handed about it. Selling other people’s things.”

“What things?”

“Paintings, mostly. Sometimes a rug.”

“And you don’t know how he came by them?”

“Never spoke to him.”

“Well, he’s in no trouble. We’re only looking for a relation of his.”

Teddy Greene took a step closer and peered up at me, pulling on his pipe and releasing a stream of smoke that had the peculiar odor of burnt oranges. “What’d he do? The one you’re looking for.”

“I shouldn’t say.”

“What’s he look like?”

“Well, he’s an elderly man, with silver hair and a mustache, although he’s clean-shaven at the moment . . .” I trailed off, realizing von Matthesius had probably disguised himself already.

He coughed up another raspy laugh and pointed the stubby finger of his maimed hand at me. “You’re hunting a fugitive, aren’t you, miss?”

“I suppose you could say that.”

“That’s quite a job for a lady. Say, if you have a picture of the fellow, I’ll show it around the neighborhood. Must be a reward out for him, right?”

Was there a reward? I didn’t know and I wasn’t sure it was within my authority to offer one, but then again, I wasn’t acting under anyone’s authority. “I haven’t a picture, but I’ll deliver a reward personally if you can help us find him. Just get word to the Hackensack jail if anyone turns up here. Can you do that?”

He nodded, puzzled. “Yes, miss, but don’t they have a photographer at that jail in Hackensack? You’re going to need a picture.”

“The sheriff has one and I expect it will run in the papers.”

“Then I’ll look for it.”

I paced around the room one more time to make sure there was nothing that might help me. Mr. Greene just pulled at his pipe and watched.

“Where are you going now?” he asked.

“Oh, there’s quite a bit more to do,” I said, but the truth was that I hadn’t any idea where I might go next.

“Well. If I see that portrait in the papers, I’ll take it around. Teddy Greene’s your man.”

At the mention of a portrait I knew all at once exactly where to go. I took my leave of Mr. Greene, rushed down the cramped stairs to the ground floor, and hurried across town to Henri LaMotte’s studio.
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  PRISONER ESCAPES BY RUSE


Dr. von Matthesius Flees from Hospital After Pleading Illness

 

HACKENSACK, NJ — Dr. Herman Albert von Matthesius, a prisoner in the Bergen County Jail, who said that he had been suffering from rheumatism ever since his arrest last January, and was sent to the Hackensack Hospital for treatment last Tuesday, escaped from that institution late last night. Sheriff Robert N. Heath of Bergen County formed a posse and searched the county all night, but did not find the fugitive, who, it was supposed, was carried away in an auto.

Von Matthesius was arrested in Rutherford on January 31 at his home, where, he said, he conducted a sanitarium. The complaint was made by three young men, Louis Burkhart and Alfonso Youngman of Brooklyn and Frederick Shipper, assistant engineer of the steamship George Washington. At his trial here on June 15 the prisoner testified that he was a graduate of the University of Berlin, had served as a missionary and missionary doctor in Mexico, and was an ordained minister. He said he was not a licensed physician in the United States, but had practiced medicine in the Panama Canal Zone. He also testified to having been connected with a nerve institution in California.

He has been visited weekly at the jail by his brother, Felix von Matthesius, whose address on the visitor’s book at the jail is given as 110 W. 61st St., New York, but the man could not be found there by the Sheriff. Both County Physician Ogden and Doctor G. H. McFadden of the hospital staff have insisted that the doctor was feigning illness.

 

Henri LaMotte passed the paper to me after reading the story aloud. We were seated in his basement office, surrounded by the stacks of jute envelopes that held photographs he’d taken for detectives and lawyers all over the city. This was his version of a filing system: towers of envelopes so precarious that they slid over every table, chair, and window-sill in the place, giving the impression that anyone who sat still long enough might get buried under them, too.

Mr. LaMotte was not a photographer in the ordinary sense. He didn’t run a portrait studio or take pictures for the papers. He earned his living by sending photographers out to get evidence for lawyers. Most of it involved following spouses accused of infidelity or trailing smugglers and embezzlers.

I’d stumbled across his studio the year before, when I was looking for another address in the neighborhood, and I did a small favor for him by going to a hotel for ladies just off Fifth Avenue to take pictures out a window.

Although Mr. LaMotte and I had only known each other a short while, we sat together as comfortably as old friends. He was a short, bald man who wore a preposterous wig that was always slightly askew, and he carried an expression of endless bemusement. He spoke with a faint French accent that betrayed his European roots, but when I addressed him in French he insisted that we speak the language of New Yorkers. “Go to Paris if you want to hear French,” he would say airily, with a wave of his hand, as if that were a last resort that one shouldn’t even consider.

I read the account in the paper a second time and wondered what Sheriff Heath made of it. He must have been infuriated to see that Dr. Ogden had spoken to reporters. It was entirely likely that the doctor had given reporters the story in the first place, and that he’d done it for the very reason Mrs. Heath feared the most, which was that it would publicly discredit the sheriff and bring about charges against him.

“They don’t say a thing about you,” Mr. LaMotte said. “Are you sure you’re involved in this?”

“Of course I am. Only Dr. Ogden might not have known. The sheriff said he would try to keep my name out of it. It isn’t widely known that the sheriff employs a ladies’ matron.”

“And if people did know, he’d be criticized for putting the ladies’ matron on guard duty,” Mr. LaMotte said.

“That’s right.”

“Then it’s a good thing you came to me, Miss Kopp.” He jumped to his feet and turned the sign in his shop window around from OPEN to CLOSED, then locked the door.

“I’ve nothing but black tea and soda crackers. Will that do?”

It wouldn’t do—I hadn’t eaten all day except for Norma’s half sandwich at the train station—but I thanked him and said it would be just fine. He put a kettle on and in a few minutes we were sitting across from each other with cups and saucers perched on our knees. Just holding a hot drink in my hands calmed me a little.

“Now,” said Mr. LaMotte, “have you a list of the places old von Matthesius might have gone?”

I blew on my tea and considered it. “The only address I knew about was his brother’s, and nobody’s been there.”

“What do you know of his other associates? His friends or, for that matter, his enemies?”

“Nothing,” I admitted. I must have seemed ridiculous for having run off in search of the man with so little in the way of information about him.

“And what exactly did he do to get himself locked up?”

That was the question I still couldn’t answer. “There were charges of a serious nature brought by three boys.”

“Yes, we read that much in the paper,” he said, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers behind his head. He was clearly enjoying himself. “But you must know more about it than that.”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t part of the investigation or the trial. Once he was in jail, he started asking for me because I spoke German, but he never said a thing about his own past.”

“Didn’t the sheriff tell you anything?”

“He wouldn’t, and he hadn’t any reason to. I know everything about the female inmates but quite a bit less about the men. And the police down in Rutherford handled the case. Sheriff Heath might not have had all the particulars himself. He doesn’t always.”

“Oh, I’m sure he knows. He just isn’t telling.”

“Not necessarily. We’ve as many as a hundred inmates coming and going. We don’t get them until after the arrest, and sometimes not until the conviction. We wouldn’t have any reason to know about witnesses or associates or any of that. But he must be going back through the case now.”

“Then we could telephone him.”

“I can’t. You don’t understand what I’ve done. He was only just starting to hand me a bit of responsibility again, and I know he was prepared to give me a badge. Now I’ve gone and shown him that I can’t do the job. If I’m so easily fooled by an old man, how can he trust me to do anything at all? If I’m to be of any help I must do it on my own, and quietly so as not to draw attention to myself.”

Mr. LaMotte seemed impressed by my little speech. He waved a fist in the air and said, “That’s good thinking. So you’ll start at the beginning. Go and talk to those victims. Find out for yourself what he did. Get right into the thick of his old life, and you might just find him right there.”

I had just taken the last cracker and nearly choked on it. “Talk to the victims? Do you mean to say that I should track down those poor boys and ask them outright?”

“What else would you do?”

I considered that. “I suppose it’s better than lurking around a train station in the hope of spotting him. But . . .”

He waved his hand as if to bat away my objections. “Of course it is! Think about it. Do you suppose your Sheriff Heath will go interview those boys?”

“No. Why would he? Whatever happened, it took place almost a year ago, and I’m quite certain they haven’t seen von Matthesius since.”

“Exactly my point.”

“I’m afraid I don’t see your point.” I ran my finger over the crumbs around the edge of the saucer, which only made me more hungry and irritable.

Mr. LaMotte set his teacup aside and leaned forward. “You went straight to the brother’s flat, even though the sheriff had already sent his men over there. Why did you go?”

“It seemed like the best place to start.”

“And where do you suppose the sheriff’s heading next?”

Having no other place in his crowded office to put my cup and saucer, I set them on the floor. “He’s going around to the train stations to talk to the station agents, and he’ll get word out to the other police departments. He’ll interview the doctors and nurses who were on duty at the hospital. He’s sending someone around to the hotels and boarding-houses in case von Matthesius was too ill to go far and took a room nearby. Now that the story is out, he’ll give a photograph to the newspapers.”

“So you must do the opposite!” Mr. LaMotte exclaimed. “Don’t go anywhere near train stations or police departments. Don’t speak to witnesses at the hospital. If you want to be of help, go to the places your sheriff friend won’t go. You must start with those poor boys.”

I still wasn’t convinced. “But—”

“Listen to me, Miss Kopp. The police can always be counted upon to do the same three or four things every time a crime is committed. They will speak to the neighbors and make inquiries at the man’s place of business if he has one. They might stick their heads into a few saloons and flophouses with the idea that if they can’t find their criminal, they’ll find another one, which is all the same to them. Then they’ll go back to the station-house and write up their notes and be home in time for supper.”

“But that’s not true of Sheriff Heath,” I protested. “He’s been out all night hunting down von Matthesius. And he has to get him. Do you know that a sheriff can go to jail if he lets a man escape?”

“Yes, but until he does, he still has to manage the jail, and keep track of a hundred or so inmates, and think about winning an election in the fall if he’s still a free man. And every day of the week brings another robbery or fire or missing girl, doesn’t it? That’s how it is for him. But not so for detectives. You have the opportunity to ask the questions no one else is asking. You can put yourself into the mind of the criminal and understand how he thinks. That’s how you get your man. And if you don’t, at least you won’t have spent all your time turning up at the same places the sheriff has already been. There’s no point in following behind him and doing all his work a second time. A detective does the work the police aren’t doing or won’t do.”

“But I’m not a detective!”

He leaned forward and cocked his head to the side, which caused his wig to slip. He tipped it gently back into place and said, “You’re not a deputy. You’re not acting under the sheriff’s orders. What do you call yourself?”

 

IT WAS DARK by the time I left his studio and bitterly cold. I was in desperate need of a hot meal and a good night’s sleep. When Mr. LaMotte became aware that I had nowhere to go but home for the night, he telephoned the Mandarin, the hotel for ladies where he’d sent me to take the photographs last year. They’d hold a place for me if I came right over.

I took a large and comfortable room on the fourth floor with a fireplace and a reading chair, and a view down Fifth Avenue. It had been a year since I’d first visited the hotel, but I thought often about its quiet and civilized charms. There had been more than one night when I wished I could trade my bedroom in Wyckoff for a suite of rooms at the Mandarin.

I leaned against the window-sill and looked around with the uneasy satisfaction of a child who had succeeded in running away from home. Here was my bed, with its curved headboard that reminded me of a sun rising, and its coverlet of red Oriental silk. The fireplace was a modest tiled affair with a brass curtain and grate, and next to it sat a sturdy leather chair and footstool. Nowhere did I see the fussy floral chintz that one might expect in a room furnished just for women. Instead everything was simple and generously proportioned, as if the decorator knew that women might like a vacation from dainty straight-backed chairs and busy patterns of mignonettes and bluebells.

From the window I could look down along Fifth Avenue at the tops of carriages and automobiles forming a river of black below me, in endless motion from one end of the city to the other. Along the wide sidewalks, hats of every color and style bobbed along, from the brown tweed worn by newsboys to the black bowlers and silk top hats of men rushing home from the office and then back out again for the evening. They were accompanied by women’s wide brims tied with ribbons in crimson, navy blue, and emerald green. It was a pageant that went on every day and night, but I wasn’t accustomed to it and found it dazzling.

I sat down on the bed for just a minute, but I must’ve dozed off, because when I looked at the clock it was nearly eight and I was afraid I’d missed dinner. Downstairs, I found the dining room to be overly crowded with small round tables, each of them occupied. There was a lively chatter among the several dozen women in residence, and the pleasant ringing of glass and silverware, and a friendly glow from the brass lamps on the wall. At one end of the room was a row of tall windows that must have looked out over the street, but they were curtained against the cold. I could smell coffee and some kind of roast and warm sweet bread, a fragrance I could live on.

But there was no table for me. A girl rushed past with a tray of dishes and asked me to wait. Just then, three women at a table in the corner called out to me. “Make it a foursome,” one of them said, waving me over. “We get so tired of hearing each other’s stories. Come and tell us yours.”

They all looked to be about my age, and were dressed in the plain and business-like attire of office girls. Two of them wore glasses, and all three kept their hair in the kind of simple knot that suggested they had better things to do than fuss over their appearances. I decided I wouldn’t mind some company, although I wasn’t so sure about telling my story.

“I’m Geraldine,” said one as I thanked them and took my seat. She had black hair that shone like lacquer and gold-rimmed spectacles that sat easily on a rather prominent nose. “This is Ruth, and that was Carrie who called you over.”

Ruth wore cherry-red lip-stick and a polka-dotted dress of navy blue and white. She gave me a wide smile and shook my hand, then Carrie took it and pumped it vigorously. “Nice to know you,” she said. “Where are you in from?”

“I’m just down from Hackensack,” I said. “I’m Constance.”

“Well, Constance,” Carrie said, “we’re all here because we were lucky enough to be living on the third floor of a building that caught fire last week.”

“And you escaped! Did everyone get out?”

“Sadly, no one was even singed,” said Carrie with a sigh. “It was the dullest fire in New York’s history. There’s smoke everywhere but no death or destruction.”

“Carrie’s a reporter,” Ruth said. “She’s been trying for years now to get off the social desk and do some crime reporting. I think she set the fire herself, just to have something to write about.”

“I wish I had,” Carrie said. “I would’ve done the job right.”

“Are the two of you in newspapers?” I asked Ruth and Geraldine.

“I’m a lawyer,” Geraldine said, “and Ruthie here does the filing at an accounting firm down the hall from my office. She’s the one who found me the apartment. And now look at us! Living in a hotel while they clean up the mess.”

“I hope someone else is paying for the rooms,” I said.

Geraldine dropped her chin and looked at me over the top of her glasses. “Never rent an apartment to an attorney.”

“Geraldine has us all fixed up,” Carrie added. “And because of the high cost of our rooms here, ours will be the first apartments to be cleaned and made new again. We’ll be back in a week.”

“And she does mean new,” said Ruth. “New curtains and carpets, and new electrical wires, done right this time.”

“Oh, was that the problem?” I asked. I’d grown accustomed to thinking of fires as being set by arsonists and had forgotten that some of them were accidents of faulty wiring.

There was a menu card on the table. I picked it up and Geraldine said, “It’s what you’d expect. It starts with radishes and celery, which we won’t eat. Then there’s tomato soup, salad, roast beef, and the usual cakes and pies. The apple is best, but have you ever had a bad apple pie?”

The merits of apple pies were debated around the table as the waitress set a dish of radishes and celery in front of us, along with a little bowl of mayonnaise. I waited to be sure that no one else was going to eat it, and then I did.

“You must be starving!” Geraldine said. “Aren’t they awful?”

I shrugged. “That’s what the mayonnaise is for.”

“What have you been up to today, Miss Constance?” Ruth said, leaning forward. “You’re to be our entertainment this evening, but we’ve yet to learn a thing about you except that you come from Hoboken.”

“Hackensack.”

“Aren’t they the same?” Ruth said.

I hadn’t planned to tell them anything about what had happened. But as soon as I sat down I became possessed of an inclination to be like them, to be one of those solitary women with interesting jobs and apartments that get only slightly soiled in a fire. I felt more than a little guilty about this urge to be alone, to leave Norma and Fleurette and our ramshackle home in the country in favor of a sparse little flat and a purse full of train tokens, but something about the Mandarin brought it on and I gave in to it. If an interesting story was the price of admission, I had one for them.

“I work for the sheriff of Bergen County,” I said. “Or at least, I did. I’m hunting for a prisoner who escaped under my watch.”

The soup arrived just then and no one noticed. There was a delighted, electric silence around the table. I smiled at them and picked up my spoon.

At last Carrie spoke. “Either you’re telling the truth, or you are quite insane. I can’t decide which I’d like better.”

The soup was hot and salty and I only wished there were more of it. “Oh, I’m telling the truth,” I said as I scraped the bowl. “Just look at the Times.”

Ruth gave a little gasp and reached under Carrie’s chair, but Carrie got there first. She rattled her copy of the newspaper. “Show us,” she said, thrusting it at me.

I found the headline and folded the pages back. They read it as I finished my soup. The empty bowl was replaced with a scoop of cold creamed chicken on a pineapple ring. I looked around for some salt and, finding none, ate it anyway while the three of them passed the paper around.

“But they don’t mention you anywhere!” Ruth said, turning to her dinner at last.

“The sheriff is trying to keep my name out of it. My sisters and I got into a bit of trouble last year and we’d rather not keep turning up in the crime pages. Besides, if the Board of Freeholders finds out that it was the lady deputy who let the prisoner escape, they might . . .”

“Might decide they don’t care for lady deputies as a general matter,” Geraldine said.

“Oh, I don’t think anyone cares much for lady deputies,” Carrie said. “We haven’t even made up our minds about them in New York. I can’t imagine what they must be thinking out in New Jersey.”

“What kind of trouble did you get into last year?” Ruth asked.

“No, no,” said Carrie. “I think we should hear about this fugitive first.”

“I want to know how you got hired on as a deputy,” Geraldine said.

“I’m not quite a deputy. I’m the ladies’ matron at the jail—or I was. But the sheriff has been promising me a badge.” With that, I did become the evening’s entertainment. I carried the conversation through the roast beef and the apple pie (which was good, but not extraordinary, and served to remind me that city-dwellers can make an awful fuss about simple food), past the coffee, and into the final clearing of the table. It was ten o’clock by the time we looked up. There was no one left in the dining room except a foursome playing bridge in the opposite corner.

“Well, Constance the Cop,” said Carrie when I was finished, “I know one thing. You absolutely must let me write a profile of you for the Sunday papers.”

“Carrie!” Geraldine said. “Haven’t you heard a word? She doesn’t want to be in the papers. Not everyone wants their name in print.”

“But you’ll be famous! And it’s a corker of a story. We’ll have an artist sketch the best scenes. I can just see a drawing of the three Kopp sisters with their revolvers.” Carrie tapped on the table and looked off into the distance, picturing it. “ ‘Lady Cop Makes Trouble.’ That’s our headline.”

“Am I making trouble for the sheriff or the criminals?” I asked.

“Both, at the moment. You’ll be famous either way.”

“You’ll be famous,” Ruth said to Carrie. “You just want a big story about something other than club luncheons.”

“Club luncheons are the very opposite of a story,” Carrie returned, “unless they’re interrupted by a charging elephant or an alligator in the fountain.”

“An alligator?”

Carrie sighed. “It happened in Florida, and some other lucky reporter was there to tell about it. The luncheon was held at a hotel, and someone thought it would be charming to stock the fountain with baby alligators. They devoured all the goldfish and then waded out for a taste of the consommé. Every Daughter of the American Revolution jumped on her chair and shrieked. That never happens in New York.”

“They might find a rat,” Ruth offered.

“They’re accustomed to rats. No, what I need is a girl sheriff with a gun.”

“And someday I’ll need a reporter,” I said, pushing my chair back and rising to my feet. “You can be sure that you’re the one I’ll want. But I’ve got to get some sleep if I’m to catch my fugitive tomorrow.”

Carrie begged to be allowed to follow me as I searched for von Matthesius, but the other two persuaded her to let me go about my business on my own.

I felt as though I’d traveled a thousand miles in one day. I said my good-byes to the three women and exchanged addresses. Ten minutes later I was back in my room and asleep in the terrible dress I’d been wearing all day and the pair of stockings with the hole at the ankle.

By two I was awake again and staring at the clock.

What was I doing, dozing in a comfortable hotel room while my fugitive was at large? Henri LaMotte’s advice seemed misguided as I thought back on it. Why shouldn’t I station myself at Felix’s apartment and watch out for him? It was the only real lead I had, and I couldn’t be so sure that a deputy was posted there for the night. How could I know where Sheriff Heath was sending his men?

I slipped out of bed in the half-darkness and went to the window. Fifth Avenue looked like a dream, with the fuzzy outlines of black taxicabs swimming through a purple mist and coming to a stop under the ochre lights of the street lamps. There were people out, but they, too, were cloaked in black and moved silently and furtively, as if they were somewhere they shouldn’t have been. And who would be out at two o’clock in the morning, other than escaped prisoners and their accomplices?

Downstairs, I dodged a drowsy bellman charged with enforcing curfew and ran down the block, where I found a motor cab waiting in front of another hotel. I was soon rushing uptown and westward to Sixty-First Street.

“I can’t let you out here, miss,” the driver said, looking doubtfully down the street from Ninth Avenue. “There’s all kinds out and about at this time of night.”

“That’s why I’m here.” I handed him his fare and jumped out before he could argue with me.

I tied my scarf twice around my neck against the cold and pulled my sleeves down over my wrists. Steam escaped from boiler room vents. Even in those decrepit old apartments, the inhabitants were warmer than I was.

There were a few orange lights in windows upstairs along the block, but none at all in the building I had come to watch. The street was as quiet as a city street could be, which is to say that there was a constant rumble of engines and the clatter of wheels on stone, along with an occasional shriek of a cat and the cry of a baby that wasn’t being attended to.

The door to Felix’s building was locked. I circled the block and looked for the alleyway I’d seen from the roof. I even pulled on a few blind doors that looked like they led nowhere at all, which might have meant that they led right into the empty space I was looking for. But I found nothing.

The shop windows up and down the street were dark and many had their shutters drawn down. I walked past a German bakery and a butcher with empty hooks in the window, and then a tiny shop no larger than a closet that sold knives, and next to it a druggist offering stick candy and relief from corns. In the half-light of a city that never went completely dark, the shops looked like set pieces in a theater, waiting silently behind the curtain for the lights to come up and the actors to step out in their costumes and take the parts of shopkeepers and pushcart drivers.

I rounded the corner and resigned myself to watching Felix’s building for the rest of the night. Just as I settled onto a dark stoop across the street, Deputy English stepped out of a shadow and came walking toward me. I turned away and backed into the doorway.

He crossed the street before he saw me. I watched him walk back and forth and pause to rest on a stoop here and there. He was as inconspicuous as a sheriff’s deputy could be on a night watch. He wore an ordinary coat without a badge, and he ducked off the street just often enough that he didn’t appear to be pacing.

I wasn’t needed if he was also on duty, and I knew he’d notice me eventually. A woman out at that time of night was bound to be stopped, even by a deputy outside his jurisdiction. There was no way for me to watch Felix’s apartment if I had to hide from the man already assigned to do it.

The futility of it weighed on me. I was superfluous in a manhunt. The sheriff wouldn’t have sent me to watch a building in a neighborhood like this all night. Of course, he wouldn’t have sent me to New York at all, but there I was.

I stood in the shadows for a minute and watched Deputy English lean in a doorway and make up a cigarette. The orange glow flickered and died and then came to life again. The sound of two men in a loud and drunken argument a block away distracted him. While he had his back turned, I dashed off my stoop and ducked around the corner to Ninth Avenue, and from there to the nearest hotel with a doorman willing to summon me a taxi.
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THE NEXT MORNING I undertook a thorough review of the Mandarin’s collection of New York and New Jersey directories. It required the better part of an hour to go through them in hopes of finding von Matthesius’s accusers among the Burkharts and Shippers and Youngmans. Louis Burkhart was supposed to be living in Brooklyn, and to my relief I found just one listing by that name among all the Burkharts in the city. It seemed the easiest place to start.

I set off in a high spirit, having acquired my purse full of train tokens and a bracing sense of purpose along with it. There was something fine about having a man on the loose and a list of addresses to call upon about it. If word got out that I had let von Matthesius escape, New Jersey might indeed have its doubts about a lady deputy, but I was kindled up about it at the moment.

I boarded the train and soon found myself on Bedford, a wide avenue lined in brick apartment buildings that seemed to march right into the horizon and vanish. I had no difficulty in finding the Burkhart family—there was a shoe store bearing the name at precisely the address I had—but no one at the shop wanted to tell me where Louis could be found.

“Doesn’t he live here?” I asked a man who introduced himself as Louis’s uncle.

“Not anymore,” he said, without taking his eyes off the sample book of shoe leathers in front of him.

“Would you have an address for him?”

He gave a little snort and shook his head.

“He’s not in any trouble. Couldn’t I leave a note?”

“I don’t expect to see him around here, miss.” The man shut his book and turned his back to me. He straightened a row of metal tins of polish and wax on a shelf. Over in the corner a girl who looked to be about fifteen watched me from behind a curtain of thin blond hair. I took her to be the man’s daughter.

I went at it more urgently. “If I could only speak to him, he might be able to help with an important matter.”

Finally the man turned and faced me. He wore an enormous beard and eyebrows larger than some men’s mustaches. From behind all that wiry hair he glared at me and said in a low voice, meant for me but not for the girl in the corner, “I read the papers. I know why you’re here. He doesn’t want to talk to you people.”

Once again he turned his back to me. If I’d had a badge, I might have persuaded him to answer a question, but as it stood I had no way to compel him. I lost the opportunity to press my case when four children ran into the store, followed by their weary mother. The man busied himself climbing up and down the rolling ladder behind the counter to retrieve shoeboxes for them. He very deliberately ignored me. I stepped out to the street and wondered if I should go off in search of the next victim, Alfonso Youngman. Just then, a hand caught me on the elbow.

The girl from the shop had run out into the cold without hat or coat. I stepped under an awning a few doors down from the shoe store to get her out of the wind.

She kept her arms crossed in front of her and hopped up and down. “He isn’t in any trouble, is he?”

“Not at all. I just want to ask him something.”

She cocked her head and squinted up at me. “What do you want to ask?”

I wasn’t entirely sure but didn’t want to admit it. “I shouldn’t say.”

“But you’re not with the police?”

“I’m helping the sheriff with a case.”

The girl looked over her shoulder and then said, “As long as he doesn’t get into trouble.”

“He won’t.”

“Well, then, he’s at the other shop.”

“The other shop?”

“The other Burkhart Brothers Shoes. In Rutherford. It’s closed now, but his mother still lives above the store.”

“Do you know anything about these other boys? Alfonso Youngman and Frederick Shipper? Were they friends of his?”

She looked around nervously again and bit down on a strand of hair. “I’d better get inside. Ask Louis where to find Frederick. They went everywhere together. I don’t know about the other one.”

With that she turned and ran back into the store. Having no address for Frederick Shipper and an impossibly long list of A. Youngmans to chase down in Brooklyn, the only thing to do would be to go back to New Jersey and find Louis Burkhart. At the corner I took a newspaper and read it on the train, searching for news of von Matthesius and finding none.

 

ANOTHER RAINSTORM was working up to full strength as the train lurched into Rutherford. It hammered the shop awnings along Park, where women in their good hats gathered to wait it out. The crowds were such that I was forced to the curb and had to splash through the gutter to avoid the half-soaked shoppers. My boots sank into the mud but I pressed on, past the post office and the stationery shop and a tiny storefront where wooden trains for children rolled through a miniature version of the very street I was standing on. I recognized the red roof of the train station and would not have been surprised to see my very own figure, looking through the window of that very shop, carved in wood and carefully painted and dressed in a doll’s tiny clothing.

The shoe store was closed, just as I’d been told, but the Burkhart Bros. sign still hung above it. Through the dusty windows I saw nothing but empty shelves and benches sitting in the darkness. A tarnished cash register stood shrouded in cobwebs.

I rang the bell at the door next to the shop. It took three or four attempts to get an answer, but at last a boy with disheveled brown hair appeared and looked at me through the glass. We eyed each other soberly for a minute, then he pushed the door open.

“Louis?” I said.

“No.” It was more of a refusal of whatever I was going to ask next. He closed the door.

“Louis, there’s nothing wrong,” I said through the glass. “I’ve only come to ask you something.”

He folded his arms in front of him and I saw a resemblance to the girl in Brooklyn, who must have been his cousin. He had the same wide-spaced eyes and long, narrow nose. There was something guileless and childlike about him, although he was almost a man.

We stared uncomfortably at each other and then I said, “I work for the sheriff.”

“He got away.” The boy spoke in a thin and nervous voice. His eyes flickered to the ground and his hands stayed tucked under his arms.

“We’re doing everything we can to find him.”

“Well, it’s nothing to do with me,” he said.

“I’d just like a word. If I could only come in for a minute.”

“My mother’s ill.” We stood looking at each other in silence, and then he opened the door for me.

I followed him up the wide and creaky stairs. There was an odor of mildew on the landing and the residue of a lifetime’s worth of cooking grease and oven smoke. Somebody had just discarded their fish bones and left the empty pail on the steps, where the stench lingered.

There was only one door on the second floor, so they must have had it all to themselves. The stairs continued up, probably to rented rooms on the floors above. I waited while Louis went inside and spoke to his mother. I could hear his low voice and a wretched cough in response. Then there was the sound of water being poured into a glass and more hacking and wheezing.

It was unexpectedly warm on the landing. I shook off my wet scarf. At last Louis opened the door and admitted me to a sitting room that was not prepared to receive visitors. An enormous pile of mending and washing covered the settee, and a wooden stand for ironing took up a place in the middle of the room where a table might have been. Along one wall ran a sink and an old black stove covered in pots and dishes. There was a drop-leaf table pushed against the wall and two wooden chairs next to it. I wasn’t sure if I was meant to take one, so I didn’t.

Louis had a wobbly chin and a nervous habit of pulling at his ear. He kept his lips pressed together in a tight white line. Most boys his age were full of swagger and ambition, but any trace of that had been robbed from him. It gave me a sick feeling to realize that he reminded me of the petty thieves and pickpockets who drifted through our jail. There was a sameness to them, a lifelessness, that I feared had already taken hold of this boy.

I began by saying, “Is that your father’s shop downstairs?”

Without looking at me, he answered, “It was until he died. We haven’t been able to manage it without him.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“All right.” He kept his eyes on his feet.

I bent down in the hopes of getting him to look at me. “Louis, I’m trying to find out where Dr. von Matthesius might’ve gone. We’re looking for any of his associates. Don’t you remember anyone who might have visited him at the sanitarium, or the people he kept up a regular correspondence with? Any name at all might lead us in the right direction and tell us where he’s hiding.”

He shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck self-consciously. I waited, trying not to shift about too much even as my feet started to expand in their wet boots. I’d learned from my time at the jail that sometimes a witness will blurt out information just to fill an uncomfortable silence. That wasn’t working on Louis.

I heard a cough from the other room and said, “Is your mother able to join us?”

“She’s not fit for company. She’s gone to bed.”

“Has a doctor seen her?”

“Are you a nurse?”

“No, but I’d like to have a word with her if I could.”

I wasn’t sure I did want to have a word with his mother until I knew what was ailing her, but it seemed a mistake not to, after I’d come all this way. I let him lead me through a series of equally dirty and crowded rooms and into a small bedroom that looked over the alley behind Park. Mrs. Burkhart was propped up by a stack of thin pillows. She clutched a handkerchief and pulled the blankets up to her chest when she saw us. Gray hair fell around her shoulders and the skin hung loosely off her face.

“Mama, she wants to talk to you,” Louis said. Mrs. Burkhart lifted a hand but said nothing. I attempted a smile.

“Go on back,” I said to the boy.

He looked to his mother for confirmation and she nodded. After he was gone, she sat up and tried to say something but it brought on another coughing fit. There was a metal cup by her bed and I handed it to her, but she waved it away. Then I remembered that I had a sack of lemon candy in my pocketbook. She grinned and opened her hands when she saw it. We each took one and after a few minutes she could speak.

“Louis was just a boy,” she croaked. “He’s not to blame.”

“Was it very hard on him?” I didn’t want to admit how little I knew about what had happened.

She pulled a shawl over her shoulders and looked out the window. Her nose was red and grotesquely large. Hairs sprouted out of her nostrils like a bristle brush.

“His father wanted him to be a doctor,” she said. “I thought this would start him off right. Let him work as an orderly, see what it was like. I’d no idea what that man was doing.”

She gave me an accusatory look, as if it were my fault for not telling her. “I don’t think anyone knew,” I said lamely.

“He made Louis put the masks over their faces.” There was something terrible in the way she said it.

“A mask . . . Do you mean ether? Or chloroform?”

She nodded. “Just enough to keep them in bed, so their families could be fooled into thinking they needed more treatment. And when they couldn’t pay any longer, it was my little Louis and that boy Frederick who would have to go out and collect from the families. They took paintings and jewelry and even furniture. Grandmother’s bureau, nice old things. Can you imagine my boy going around telling lies and taking from people?”

I couldn’t imagine it. Louis was such a shy and slight boy. “When did you find out about it?”

“After it was too late to do a damn thing.” She started wheezing and took a drink of water. “He thought he’d killed that girl. Thought he’d given her too much. He ran home and told me what he’d done and sat right there on the floor and cried like a little baby. It was the first I knew that anything was wrong.”

Suddenly I could see it. A house full of women too drugged to leave, or even to understand what was being done to them. And von Matthesius could have done anything he wanted with his patients, if they were in such a condition. How had this man been given only a year in jail?

“But he didn’t kill her,” I said, more hopeful than certain.

She shook her head. “She came out of it. And of course by that time it was all over. But you know about that.” Something caught in her throat, and that brought on more coughing and another round of lemon candy for the two of us. I set the bag on the table next to her. She patted it gratefully and waved me off, dismissing me, but I wasn’t ready to go.

“Mrs. Burkhart, has someone called a doctor for you? You don’t look well. I know your boy depends on you.”

“Nothing the doctor can do,” she croaked. “Too many years at the tannery. Made my teeth come loose and now I got a fever all the time and these lumps on my neck.” She pulled the shawl away and I was shocked to see a bulge the size of a pincushion under her ear.

A little potbellied stove kept the room exceptionally warm but she shivered in spite of it. I loosened my collar and wished for a little cool air. The rain fell in grimy rivulets down the window. I was suddenly eager to get back outside so it could wash me clean, too. The sickness and dust was stifling.

“Have you been to see Frederick?” she said, her breath coming out in a shallow rattle.

“I don’t know where to find him. Do you?”

“I thought he was still at the glassworks.”

“The one out on Orient?”

She waved me out again. “Go see him. Leave Louis alone. He’s been through enough. And get that man.” She looked at me with a kind of dead anger in her eyes.

My voice wouldn’t hold steady. “The sheriff has all his men out searching.”

“And you,” she managed to say between coughs, giving me a rather terrifying toothless grin that nonetheless warmed me toward her a little. “You’ll catch him.”

Her pillow slipped and I pushed it back into place. “Get some rest.”

 

THE GLASSWORKS SAT at the edge of the cemetery, just outside of town at the end of a gravel road. It was nothing but a hulking old warehouse of painted brick with a plume of smoke rising up from the back and dissipating in the drizzle. Men in blue overalls carried crates of glass panes out the front door and into a fleet of wagons.

A boy with a broom in his hand and a pail of broken glass tried to walk around me but I stepped in his way.

“I’ve got a message for Frederick Shipper. Can you send him over here, and be quiet about it?” I slipped a nickel in the boy’s hand. It must have been enough, because he set his pail down and ran off.

In a few minutes Frederick strode out into the yard. He was a tall, broad-shouldered young man with thick wavy hair and the kind of inherent good looks that some working men carried around without realizing it: the square jaw, the expansive smile, the blue eyes fringed in black lashes. Half the actors on Broadway would’ve taken his looks over their own. But it would never occur to a man like Frederick that there was money to be made from the features of his face.

When he came close enough for a good look at me he stopped, his feet skidding in the gravel. A few of the other men turned to watch. Fearing that I was about to lose him, I stepped forward and called out, a little too loudly, “Mr. Shipper! I have good news.”

He had little choice but to approach me. Before he could say a word, I leaned over and muttered, “Tell them I recovered a watch and some things that were stolen and just need you to make an identification.”

Frederick groaned but turned back to the yard and said loudly, “Why, that is good news! I’ll have a look, but then I’ve got to get back to work.” Then he followed me across the road and we stood in a patch of wet grass. Behind me was the back of the cemetery, the old unused part that no one ever expected to fill with graves.

Once we were out of earshot, Frederick said, “You look like someone official. Am I in trouble?”

How did I become so easy to recognize? “I work with the sheriff. You know that Dr. von Matthesius escaped two days ago.”

He kept his eyes on the glassworks. “I heard something about it.”

“I’m just looking for names of associates, or friends, or anyone who might’ve come to visit him. Is there someone who might be helping to hide him now?”

Frederick shook his head. “I’ve been pretty busy trying to forget that place. But I never talked to nobody. I was just there to do a job. Help move the patients. Any kind of heavy lifting.” He turned to go.

“What happened to Louis Burkhart?” I asked.

Frederick stopped and turned to me again. This time, he looked me over, starting with my boots and working up to my hat. “Who are you?”

“I told you. I work for the sheriff. Constance Kopp is my name.”

He tilted his head from left to right and back again, calculating. “Lady detective,” he said, stalling.

It wasn’t an interesting line of conversation for me, so I didn’t give an answer.

“Louis was just a boy. He shouldn’t have seen some of those things. And the doctor—if that’s what he was—he had Louis too scared to tell anybody. Said he’d have Louis committed to the boys’ reformatory if he said a word about Beatrice. Louis thought he could do it, and maybe he was right. Poor kid had nightmares about that place. I bet he still does.”

“Beatrice?”

“The girl. Beatrice Fuller.”

“The one Louis thought he’d killed. He thought he’d given her too much chloroform.”

He nodded. “She was the one the doctor was going to marry. Well, I guess he did marry her.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t . . .”

A man came outside and shouted for Frederick. He took a step away from me and said, “You don’t know? I thought you worked for—”

“I do,” I said hastily. “They just didn’t give me all the particulars.”

He made a little tsk sound and looked back at the factory. “You don’t know nothing. Look, von Matthesius owed somebody a lot of money. He kept trying to figure out ways to get his patients to stay there longer so their families would pay more. He kept them sick, you understand?”

I nodded, a little sick myself at the idea of it.

“And this girl Beatrice—it looked like her parents had half the money in New York. He had her father convinced that Beatrice was a very special girl, she was going to blossom under his care if only he could have more time, nonsense like that. One day he comes up with this idea to get Beatrice to marry him. She hardly knew her own name, he had her on so much dope. He called his old minister friend over and had a wedding right there in his living room. That’s when Louis and I went to the police. We were too late to stop the wedding, but her parents had it annulled and he went to jail. That’s all I know, miss.”

“What about the other patients? What did he do to the others?”

He turned away, shaking his head. I called after him. “How do I find Alfonso Youngman?”

“Haven’t seen him,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Last I heard he was over at the Warren. It’s a kind of a—you know, a stopping-over kind of place. In New York. Over on the East Side.”

My fingers had gone numb in spite of the gloves and I rubbed my hands together the way one goes about starting a fire. Frederick Shipper had said all he was willing to, but it was enough. I’d begun the day with nothing, and now I had a flophouse on the East Side, a girl named Beatrice, and two boys with nothing but bad memories they wanted to put behind them. What did Sheriff Heath have?
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I REALIZED AS I LEFT the glassworks that I would pass Carmita, the street where von Matthesius kept his sanitarium. I’d never seen the place but I had a dark and disagreeable feeling about it. There was no reason to think he’d be hiding there—it was too obvious and easy to search—but I approached it nervously, with a tight and breathless feeling. I’d never broken into an abandoned building before, but if I found it empty I knew I must try to get inside.

Carmita was a wide street lined with high and graceful trees that had shed their leaves, leaving a latticework of bare branches against a dismal low sky. The homes were comfortable but not luxurious, with deep front porches, second-story gables, and brightly painted shutters. On either side of the street the lawns sloped gently down to the sidewalks.

The sanitarium was no different from the other houses on the block. I stood looking at it and tried to imagine what had gone on inside: respectable families, cheated of their money, and nervous patients, too weak and drugged to know what was being done to them. Considering von Matthesius’s cruelty and treachery, the house should have been one of those dark old ruins built of stone and rough wood, with a turret reached by a narrow unlit spiral staircase, a suspicious-looking trapdoor leading into a dank, forgotten basement, and iron bars across the windows to keep the patients from escaping.

But it was nothing like that. It was a stately home painted brick red with a row of white columns in front and a pair of doors outfitted in brass knockers. Hydrangeas held on to their papery blooms under the windows. Three brick chimneys rising from the roof suggested the possibility of companionable warmth within.

There was no sign identifying the place as a sanitarium, but that was probably the custom in neighborhoods like these. The patients would rather not be seen going in or out of a place that might house the infirm and insane. Well-to-do families liked to be assured of their privacy.

They would have been thoroughly deceived by such a genteel and discreet place. I would have, too.

The front door was padlocked and the windows curtained against curious eyes. I crossed the lawn and took a walk around the house. In the back, where the neighbors couldn’t see, the windows did have bars across them. Those must have been the patients’ rooms.

Through the shuttered first-floor windows in back I caught a glimpse of the cooling room and a large kitchen beyond it, outfitted with two stoves and two sinks as an institution of this nature might require. Under a rock on the back steps was a long-forgotten bill from the dairy, and a coffee can filled with the ends of old cigarettes, now swollen and swimming in rainwater.

Only one other window gave me a glimpse inside. A curtain had come loose and through one pane I could see into an empty room and another room beyond it. There were a few gold picture frames leaning against a wall, and a couple of odd chairs and tables scattered about, but it looked like the place had been emptied. Where were the lavish antiques and rugs I’d heard about?

I pushed at a few window frames and kicked at all the doors, but nothing would budge. There was no way in without breaking a window. I went around the house one more time, and then I saw a basement door at the back, painted the same color as the rest of the house and easily missed.

It didn’t have a proper doorknob, only a metal latch rusted shut. I tried to force it open and couldn’t. The only tool at hand was that old coffee can. I emptied it of rainwater and forced the lip of the can between the latch and the door jamb. I had to lean on the can hard enough to crush it, but it served its purpose and pried the latch open.

The door was still stuck. There must have been another lock inside. I gave it a good hard shake and nothing happened. Having no other way to gain entry, I stood back, lifted my skirts, and put everything I had into one hard kick. There came a splintering sound and I feared I’d taken it right off its hinges, but in fact I’d only torn the inside latch away from the door jamb. As I stepped down into the cellar, the rusted screws caught on my coat.

Fleurette had always been terrified of cellars, and of spiders and dust and small dark places of any kind, but they didn’t bother me. I only found them uncomfortable because I had to stoop down so low to get through them. The cellar had a hard dirt floor and a few wooden shelves lined with empty glass jars. There was an old rocking chair in one corner and a broom with a broken handle, but nothing more. I turned around to look again at the door. The latch looked like it hadn’t been touched in years. If anyone had been in the house recently, they hadn’t come this way.

A short staircase led up to the kitchen, where I saw nothing that I hadn’t already seen through the windows. The house had the stale musty odor of a place that hadn’t been aired out in months. My boots made a hollow echo as I stepped into the dining room, empty except for a sideboard with a broken mirror, and into the parlors beyond. The only furnishings left behind had something wrong with them. There was a music cabinet missing a leg and knocked over on its side, and a faded rug with a burn mark in the center. Piles of papers sat around the corners of one room, but I found nothing worth keeping, only newspapers and medical journals and invoices from a grocer and a tailor.

I ducked low as I climbed the stairs so I wouldn’t be seen going past a window. Every creak of the steps echoed around the empty rooms. I found myself wary of disturbing the stillness of the old house and treaded lightly.

Upstairs, the rooms were furnished in a dormitory style, with steel cots and old washstands. Darker spots on the wallpaper showed where pictures had been removed. In one room was a child’s iron crib, with a pile of old pillows inside it, their ticking split and the feathers curling out from the seams. I found a fifty-cent alarm clock underneath the crib, its face smashed, and a tattered piece of lace that looked like it had been picked off the hem of a dress.

A room at the end of the hall held medical equipment: an old pair of crutches, an invalid chair whose reed seat had splintered, and a pile of yellowed contraptions made from elastic and webbing that I took to be hip supports, trusses, and those corrective braces meant to force the shoulders back. A brittle package of strengthening plasters sat on the window-sill.

Someone had taken everything of use out of the house. Whoever did it must have had a key, because I saw not a single window or door that looked like it had been forced. I paced around for another minute or two just to kick at loose floorboards and look into grates. It gave me an officious feeling to knock around the house and tap on things, but feeling officious was the easy part of the work and turning up something that might have been of use was quite another. Nothing I found meant a thing.

I left the way I came and latched the cellar door from the outside so it wouldn’t look like it had been disturbed. Just as I walked away, the rain started again. I hurried back to the train station but slowed down in front of Louis Burkhart’s shoe store. I hadn’t noticed before that there was a sign for a doctor’s office just up the street, perched on a slight rise that overlooked all of downtown Rutherford.

Some good had to come from this day. I ran over and rapped on the door.

A sign bolted to the house advertised the services of W. C. Williams, MD, with office hours from one to two and again from seven to eight-thirty in the evening. It was already the middle of the afternoon, but I persisted in knocking a second time and twisting the brass bell.

The door sailed open and I faced a man of about thirty with a fine thoughtful face and thinning hair that flew away from the top of his head. He looked impatient but not unkind.

“Office hours, miss,” he said, pointing to the sign.

“I know, but I’m just on my way to the train station and hoped I could stop and—”

He interrupted and said, with a forced smile, “If you’re well enough to catch a train, you probably don’t need a doctor.”

“It isn’t for me.” I had to put my hand on the door to keep him from closing it. He looked disgruntled about it and crossed his arms.

“It’s Mrs. Burkhart, above the shoe store. Do you know her? She’s right over there.” I turned to point in the direction of the store, which was quite near. “Her son is Louis Burkhart. His father died a few years ago, and it’s just the two of them now, only she’s terribly ill and I don’t see how she’ll recover unless somebody goes and sees her.”

He raised his eyebrows in a gesture of resignation and stepped out on the porch. “Burkhart Brothers? The shoe store?”

“That’s right. You might have heard about what happened to that boy. He was one of the orderlies who brought a complaint against Dr. von Matthesius, who was running a sanitarium over on Carmita.”

The doctor gave me a long and puzzled look. “Come inside.”

I followed him into his parlor, where the morning’s fire had been reduced to a few powdery coals in the grate. I nonetheless went to stand in front of it and pulled off my gloves. Although the parlor was situated in the front of the house, just off the entryway, it didn’t seem to be set up to receive patients. There was a low divan of tufted green velvet and two chairs to match, and at the end of the room, near the fireplace, was a wide writing desk against a wall of bookshelves. Next to a typewriter sat a stack of paper with an ashtray on top of it.

Dr. Williams saw me looking at the books and said, “Go ahead.”

They were mostly novels, poetry collections, and paper-bound journals. “These don’t look like medical books,” I said.

“Medical books are very dull, so I keep them by the bed if I have trouble sleeping. Do you read much poetry?”

I shook my head. “I see it in magazines sometimes.”

“That’s about all anyone does. Now, how are you involved in this? I heard the damn fools at the hospital let that lunatic get away.”

I turned away from the books. “I work—well, I had been working for the sheriff, but I’m not here on sheriff’s business. It’s purely a personal call. I’d like to leave some money with you to look in on Mrs. Burkhart.” I reached into my pocketbook and handed him ten dollars.

He took it but said, “I don’t know what condition the woman is in or what treatment she might require.”

“Won’t that be enough?”

“It might be more than enough if I’m only to pay a visit. How would I get it back to you?”

“Don’t send it back. She’ll need all the help you can give her. You might have a look at that boy, too.”

“What’s the matter with the boy?” He was writing my payment down in a ledger book as he spoke to me.

I didn’t know how to explain it, even to a doctor. “He suffers from a nervous condition. He had a terrible fright and he seems not to have recovered. He’s very much afraid of being sent away on account of it. I don’t think he has any sort of job or goes to school or does much of anything but look after his mother.”

“I won’t send him away if he’s not making trouble for anybody.”

“He isn’t.”

He picked up his bag and went back to the door. I followed him out.

“Dr. Williams, would you know any of Dr. von Matthesius’s associates? Anyone who might be helping him to hide?”

“He’s no doctor, I know that. And I’ve no idea about his associates. I only know what I read in the papers. It’s a fine mess and I hope they catch him, but I don’t suppose they will.” He said good-bye and jogged down the porch steps ahead of me.

Any other detective would have gone directly back to New York to question Alfonso Youngman, but I was the sort of detective who was required to attend theater performances. Fleurette would never forgive me if I missed her stage debut. Von Matthesius might have been my responsibility, but so was Fleurette. There was a train leaving soon for the city, but I went the other way, back to Wyckoff, back home.
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I FOUND OUR SITTING ROOM empty and the house silent. Already my own home looked foreign and unfamiliar. There was my mother’s glass-fronted cabinet holding teacups and curios from her childhood, and across from it an old grandfather clock that had never quite worked right after getting knocked down last year. We’d been gradually lifting the lace doilies from the backs of the chairs and hiding them away. We were too attached to anything made by Mother’s own hand to throw them out but too stifled by their pretensions at Old World gentility to want to look at them any longer.

Everything seemed to belong to the past, to some other era that existed before my prisoner ran away and before I left home to hunt him down. What I was doing would have been unimaginable to my mother. The traces of her, left behind in this room, sat in hushed reproach.

Fleurette was upstairs in my bedroom, in front of a large mirror, surrounded by face paints and powder puffs. When she turned to look up at me I jumped back in unrestrained horror.

“What have you done?”

She giggled and grinned, exposing teeth stained red with lip-stick. Her cheeks were a shocking cherry pink, her eyes smudged with black graphite, and the complexion above her neck line was of a chalky whiteness I’d never seen on a living human before.

“Do I look like a farm girl?” came Fleurette’s voice from behind a marionette’s face.

“You already were a farm girl. Now you look like the kind of girl they arrest in dance halls.”

That only made her gaze more lovingly into my mirror. “I’m a farm girl who goes to the city and falls in with the wrong sort,” she said dreamily.

“Is that in the script?”

“No. In the script I’m the daughter of a farmer who steals a potion that lets him grow the biggest pumpkins at the county fair.”

“A farmer who cheats at the county fair? Is that the worst thing that happens in this play?”

Fleurette sighed and dabbed at her neck with the powder. “Mrs. Hansen had an overabundance of young students this year owing to the retirement of another teacher, so we had to find a play that was suitable for children. It’s a dull role.”

“At least you weren’t cast as the pumpkin.” I took out my handkerchief and scrubbed the color off her cheeks.

She wrinkled her nose and pulled away from me. “The part of the pumpkin will be shared by three boys whose talents are well-suited for it.”

“And what happened to your gingham dress?” She was wearing a rest frock of heliotrope crêpe de Chine, cut with the sort of slouching low waist popular on Madison Avenue but rarely seen in New Jersey farmhouses. I used to look over her patterns and fabrics before she got under way, but she discovered that all she had to do was to talk at great length about hems, ribbons, buttons, and pleats, and I would grow bored and ask her to please proceed without my supervision. The result was that Fleurette was making herself into a Vogue sophisticate before our eyes.

“I’ll change in a minute.”

“I thought you might have dressed for the members of the pigeon club.” Fleurette had invited everyone she knew to this performance, and several of Norma’s club members would be attending.

She groaned. “If I ever come to you and ask to marry one of the men from Norma’s pigeon club, promise me you will forbid it and lock me in a tower.”

“Is that how it’ll happen? You’re going to come and ask my permission? What about our brother?”

“Francis would marry me off to the first man who had fifty dollars in his pocket, just to be done with it,” she said. “But I think I should have my tour on the stage first, and be quite sure I’ve met all of my admirers before I marry one of them.”

I found myself suddenly unable to breathe.

“What’s the matter?” Fleurette said as I sputtered and loosened my collar.

“This is the first I’ve heard of the tour, and the admirers, and the marriage to follow.”

“I’ve been making all sorts of plans. You haven’t been at home to hear about them.”

Oh, the sting this girl could inflict! “Would you like me to stay at home and await your every notion, or would you rather I go and earn your music academy tuition? Either way, it all seems to be for you.”

“Did you catch your man?”

“No.”

“I wonder if it isn’t too dangerous to have you chasing criminals around the city. Could you imagine what Mother would have thought? Quel choc!”

I yawned and pulled off my boots. “You shouldn’t worry about that.”

“Oh, I think I am worried,” Fleurette said. “When you were at the jail, at least we knew what you were doing.”

“Oh? What was that?” I dropped down to my bed and pulled off my damp and sticky stockings.

“Norma said you were just serving tea to the ladies and reading them stories.”

“Norma’s never been to see me at the jail, so she doesn’t know anything about it.”

“Norma doesn’t have to see a thing to know about it.”

“I can handle myself.” I put a pillow behind my head and stretched my legs out.

She gathered up her things and went out of the room with them. I closed my eyes, but she was back just a few minutes later.

“Aren’t you coming?” She tugged at my sleeve. “Norma wants you to eat something first.”

I groaned and kicked away the blanket I’d become entangled in. She took up my hat and coat and held them out. “Hurry. Helen’s father is driving us.”

It was strange to hear Fleurette sound so authoritative. Usually I was the one ordering her out of bed and cajoling her with food.

“I’m coming,” I said. “I’ll be there.”

I changed into a clean dress and packed a few things in an overnight bag. My hair was beyond hope but I managed to sweep it back and put a hat over it.

Norma was in the kitchen making beef and butter sandwiches. Fleurette had put on the Victrola and flung open the front door in anticipation of the Stewarts’ arrival. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d hung bunting in the foyer. Even the smallest occasions were getting more theatrical by the day around our house.

I dropped into a kitchen chair and Norma put a sandwich on a plate for me. She turned back to the sink and said, “I don’t suppose you’ve found him yet.”

I ate the sandwich and watched her shoulders work up and down as she wrapped two more in paper and tied a string around them. Norma always stood straight as a fence post and kept her chin at a very particular angle. I had a dim memory of a dancing teacher tapping a ruler under Norma’s chin one time when we were girls and telling her that she would never miss a thing if she would only keep her head up.

“No. I’m making inquiries.”

“There’s been nothing much in the papers, which I take to mean that Sheriff Heath is going in circles.” She turned around and held her bundle of sandwiches out to me in a strangely solemn manner, as if she wanted me to put my hands on them and make a vow. She raised one eyebrow and looked down at me with all the gravity she could muster. “You’re certain to have made more progress than he has.”

“I couldn’t say.” I was weak from overexcitement and still foggy from those few stolen minutes of sleep.

She sat down across from me. “Well, you must have been at some sort of business since yesterday morning.”

I picked at a slice of roast that slipped away from the bread. “There’s a man in New York I want to question, and the parents of a girl who was badly treated at the sanitarium. After that, I don’t know what I’ll do but stand on a street corner and hope he walks by.”

Norma sat back and folded her arms across her chest. “I suppose that’s all the sheriff is doing at this point.”

“What do the papers say?”

“The Hackensack Republican is calling for his immediate dismissal.”

“That’s no different from any other day. What’s been said about the case?”

“Only that everyone at the hospital has been questioned, and no one remembers him getting away.”

“Except for me, because I’m the one who allowed it.”

“No.” Norma got busy sweeping the crumbs off the table. She couldn’t sit still when she was working her way up to a declaration. “No, I won’t let this be your fault. You’re the only one bringing an air of respectability to the place. You and Mr. Morris.”

Norma thought very highly of Deputy Morris, whom she regarded as an old-fashioned man who didn’t entertain nonsense. He happened to agree with her that messenger pigeons were a superior form of communication in times of crisis—or, at least, he allowed her to believe that he agreed—and was always willing to take a pigeon home to Paterson and keep it for a day or two before sending it back to her with a cryptic, military-style report. He had a book of telegraph codes for police officers and loaned a second copy to her so that they could exchange notes in three-letter codes. “A thorough search should be made” was PVT, and “Prepare to go on a minute’s notice” was JPM. Fleurette got hold of it and was soon slipping in warnings of a false mustache (MYP) and a female opium smoker (KBW), confusing matters between Norma and Deputy Morris for weeks until they found the culprit. (“She is guilty,” JUM.)

From the other room, Fleurette shrieked and Helen joined in. It was time for a night of amateur theater, whether we wanted one or not. I gave Norma the address at the Mandarin, where I expected to stay the next few nights.

“Take the sandwiches,” Norma said, pushing them toward me.

“They have sandwiches in New York.” Fleurette was calling for us.

“Unfamiliar food disagrees with a body,” she said. “It will put you off your work.”

There was no refusing Norma. I took them and went to look for Helen’s father, who turned out to be a man of about my age. He was standing in our foyer all alone, having been abandoned by the two girls.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Stewart,” I said when I found him examining a murky oil painting of my great-grandmother above our hall table. “You must think that no one in this house has any manners.”

“Helen is the eldest of five children. I’m used to being forgotten.” He had a round, freckled face fringed in hair a shade brighter than the pumpkin that was to be the subject of tonight’s performance.

“I’m sure they never forget their father,” I said. “Are they all redheads?”

“Every one of them.”

“Then you might be in trouble after all. Won’t Mrs. Stewart join us tonight?”

“I wish she could. We lost her in childbirth last year. The baby, too.”

I couldn’t help but gasp. “I had no idea. I’m so—”

“Sorry?” He gave me a defeated little smile. “Everyone is sorry. You needn’t say it. Helen is so glad to have your sister for a singing partner. This school was the first thing I’ve been able to interest her in since her mother died.”

I didn’t know what to say, but he kept up the conversation for the both of us. “Since Fleurette has faced a similar tragedy, I believe it gave them something in common.”

Our cold and austere Austrian mother, who had almost been too old to pass convincingly as Fleurette’s mother, had to have been a world apart from the Scottish girl Mr. Stewart had wed. But I saw no point in disagreeing. I only wondered how it was that I knew so little about Fleurette’s new friend.

We arrived at the theater an hour before the performance so the girls could get ready. The lobby was crowded with the other families who had done the same thing. Mr. Stewart seemed to know many of them and went around congratulating them on their child’s stage debut and introducing the two of us. Norma and I were so rarely out in a social capacity that we both found it uncomfortable to manage the simple introductions and exchanges of pleasantries they required. At last a punch bowl was unveiled in the corner of the room and we pulled ourselves away, feigning a monstrous thirst.

“Are we doomed to become patrons of the theater?” Norma said with exhaustion in her voice.

“Some people like the theater,” I said.

“Oh, I don’t mind the theater.”

“But you never want to go.”

“I don’t mind it on principle.”

We were accosted by members of her pigeon club, all of whom had accepted Fleurette’s invitation and appeared quite eager to enjoy a play about a farmer and his secret formula for growing enormous pumpkins. One of the men proposed that they write a play about messenger pigeons and train actual pigeons to perform roles in the production. They chatted gaily about this idea until the lights went down. Norma and I settled down near the front with Mr. Stewart.

“Have you heard them rehearsing their lines?” he asked before the curtain came up on the stage.

I shook my head. “We’ve been terribly busy at the jail. I’ve hardly been home.”

“They don’t have you out looking for that maniac, do they?”

A woman seated in front of us turned and gave me a pointed look. I dropped my voice to a whisper. “I’m sure they’ll have him in custody soon. Don’t let it worry you.”

“Worried? Oh, no, I only wondered—I mean—it seems like an awfully dangerous job for you, being around all those criminals. I don’t know how they keep a lady safe in a place like that.”

A single light illuminated the stage, and from the orchestra pit came the first few notes of piano music. “I manage.”

The play was boisterous and silly, but well-suited for the dozens of children who expected to have their turn on stage. The farmer was played by a fourteen-year-old boy who was tall enough to be a man but too skinny, which meant that his shirt and trousers had to be stuffed with wool to make him look more substantial. He was convincing in his costume, and the children who played the part of the ever-expanding pumpkin did so with the kind of bravura rarely seen in a cucurbit. In the end, the farmer met his punishment for stealing the secret pumpkin-enlarging potion and redeemed himself by sharing the recipe with his fellow farmers so that they could all grow the most enormous pumpkins and bring fame to the dying and forgotten town. An ensemble musical number at the end celebrated their pumpkin-fueled rebirth.

The girls sang beautifully and had a better command over their lines than anyone else in the production. Fleurette delivered her part with the full-throated confidence of someone who was entirely at ease on the stage. She took full command of the space she had been given and filled it with her lively spirit.

Although Fleurette had always been attracted to the theater, I had assumed that she was mostly interested in theatrics and would not have the temperament to put in long hours at rehearsal and to memorize her lines. As the curtain dropped and we stood to applaud, I wondered if I’d underestimated her.

“Your mother must’ve had quite a time with her,” Mr. Stewart said.

“We’ve all had quite a time with her. I don’t know what we’re going to do now that she’s almost grown.”

“Helen wants to go to Broadway. I’m looking into finishing schools.”

When the curtain dropped and rose again, the little band of performers were showered with cheers and whistles and orange paper petals that the ushers had sold us during intermission. A crowd of admirers rushed to the stage, and we soon lost sight of Fleurette and Helen.

We made our way to the lobby to wait, along with all the other families, for the performers to emerge from the stage door. The ceilings, painted in turquoise and gold, gleamed high above us, and from each corner a griffin or a joker grinned down on us. The cries of parents congratulating their children rang out and met in the air to create the kind of gentle roar that made it impossible to say a thing without shouting. I thought I saw Fleurette’s dark hair bob above the crowd and disappear again. Norma and I stood in the corner and waited with Mr. Stewart.

“Have you heard anything about the Christmas production?” he shouted over the rumble of the crowd.

Norma groaned. “Is there to be a Christmas show?”

“Of course,” he said cheerfully. “But don’t worry. It’s nothing but carols and candles. No auditions and no special costumes.”

“Then Mrs. Hansen has some sense after all,” she muttered.

It was too warm and close in the lobby, so I stepped outside. There I saw Fleurette leaning against a black auto, chatting with a man whose back was turned to me. Helen stood smiling nearby but said nothing. I squinted at the man’s broad back and shoulders. He was half in shadow, so I couldn’t tell if his hair was blond or light brown. I guessed that he was young, from the cut of his collar and Fleurette’s lively laughter at whatever he was saying.

Mr. Stewart had followed me out. I jumped when I heard him behind me. “I never know whether to break it up or just stand nearby and glare at the young man.”

“You’ve more experience,” I said, “but I’m inclined to do something more than glare.” The boy leaned down to say something to Fleurette and she stood on her toes to hear. I was suddenly very aware of the revolver in my handbag.

“Helen gets all kinds of attention from boys at school,” Mr. Stewart said. “But I understand that Fleurette was . . . privately schooled. So the boys are only just now finding her.”

It had been my mother’s decision to school Fleurette at home rather than subject the family to a schoolteacher’s scrutiny. It wasn’t until Fleurette was much older that she even remarked upon the fact that other children went to school. Mother just sniffed and said that the schools in Bergen County were not to her liking.

I wasn’t accustomed to having to answer questions about it. I tried to summon up an answer for Mr. Stewart, but before I could, the boy disappeared down the street. Helen and Fleurette spotted us and came running, nearly knocking us over when they reached us. There was a damp sheen on both of them from the exertion and excitement, and, I feared, from their encounter with that young man. Ringlets of hair were plastered to their necks and their faces were flushed in an identical high blush. They were still shouting as if they’d forgotten they’d left the stage.

“How was I?” Helen asked her father, twirling around in front of him. “Did you see Fleurette step on my toes during our duet?”

“I did not,” Fleurette protested. “You put your toes right under my feet. Keep them where they belong and they won’t get stepped on.”

She leaned against me and put an arm around my waist, looking up at me with the eagerness and longing of a girl seeking praise for what she already knew she’d done so well. Her dark eyes glittered behind the inky smudges around her lashes.

I was trying not to ask, but I couldn’t help it. “Who was the boy?”

“Which one? The farmer?”

“Just now. Over there.”

“Oh!” She squealed and turned to fling an arm around Helen. “Just an admirer of ours.”

“We have too many to keep track of,” Helen said, which her father answered with a weary half-smile.

“He said he’d bring his autograph book next time,” Fleurette said.

“Doesn’t he have a name?” I asked, but Fleurette just shrugged and the girls went back to chattering about the production. We granted them as many words of praise as their wild temperaments could handle, and I dared a swipe at Fleurette’s painted lips with my handkerchief. She ducked and grinned at me, buoyant and beautiful.
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NORMA AND FLEURETTE went home with Helen and Mr. Stewart. I walked by myself to the station and settled onto the train to New York with the weary resignation of a working man riding through the dark and chilly night to some distant factory, except that my factory was populated not by steam boilers and punch presses, but by flophouses and reluctant witnesses. The train raced across half-frozen marshes fringed in cattails that might have been pink by day, but stood black and solemn under the moonlight.

The following morning found me back in the Mandarin’s dining room, where Geraldine and Ruth were finishing their coffee. Carrie had just rushed off to write a story about a parade.

“She hates parades,” Ruth said, sliding a rack of toast across the table to me. “She’s waiting for you to catch your man so she can put it on the front page.”

“If there’s to be a story, she can have it first,” I said, and drained a cup of coffee.

“Haven’t you learned anything yet?” Geraldine asked.

“I know von Matthesius owed someone money. It doesn’t surprise me, as criminals are often on the run from their creditors. I know he gave sham treatments to his patients and abused them.”

“That’s the serious charge, I suppose,” Ruth said.

“Oh, it’s worse than that. He drugged a rich man’s daughter and married her against her will.”

“So he’s a predator and a con man, too,” Geraldine said.

“And arrogant, if he thought he’d get away with a scheme like that,” I said. “There’s a man to go see on the East Side this morning, and I’m going to try to speak to the girl he married, if I can find her.”

“Ask Carrie about that business,” Ruth said. “Newspapers have all kinds of ways of tracking people down.”

Geraldine looked at the clock and stood up. “We’re off to the office, and you have to go kicking down doors and poking through alleyways. I’m not sure I envy you, but I might.”

This time I was much better equipped to be out on the streets, with a warmer pair of boots and a heavier wool coat and gloves. The doorman at the hotel put me in a cab. I didn’t give the address of the Warren, thinking the driver would refuse to take me there. In fact, he didn’t even want to let me off on Bowery as I requested, but I insisted that I was doing charity work and had gone there unaccompanied before.

The Warren sat on a narrow street populated by saloons and dingy dance halls. Most of the doors along the block stood open despite the cold. I resisted the urge to look into the gaping doorways as I hurried by.

A sign in the Warren’s window advertised vacant rooms for men. I stepped into a small carpeted vestibule that accommodated only one person at a time. There was an odor of sulfur candles so strong that I had to bring my handkerchief to my nose. I took it to mean that bed bugs were being driven from the place and I hoped the effort had been successful. I stood a little taller to keep my hems from dragging on the ground.

Directly in front of me—for there was nowhere else to look—the reception window slid open to reveal an old man with an enormous red nose and an array of blue veins across his forehead. He pointed a polished wooden ear trumpet in my direction.

“I am here to see Alfonso Youngman,” I said, speaking slowly and distinctly into the trumpet.

“Any young man?” the old man shouted. “We’ve got a few dozen of them. What are you after?”

“That’s his name,” I said, louder than before. “Youngman. First name Alfonso.”

The old man dropped the horn. “Him? He went out feet first.”

“Do you mean that he’s dead?”

He didn’t need his horn to understand the question. “Hung himself from the steam pipe. Made a damn mess.”

“Can you tell me when it happened?”

The man shook his head and presented the horn again.

“When did Mr. Youngman die?”

“Just last month. Haven’t been able to rent that room since. Nobody wants to go near it.”

“Do you know why he did it?” I shouted into the horn.

“A girl. Name of Bea, something like that.”

“May I see the room?”

The old man grinned, revealing a yellowed set of vulcanite teeth. “You can rent the room,” he hollered, “as long as you’re a man and you have two dollars.”

I handed him four dollars and got a key.

Alfonso Youngman had lived at the end of the hall on the third floor in a room that looked out over the street. It was small and shabby, outfitted only with a metal bed, a wooden chair, and a small table and dresser. There was a tiny triangle-shaped sink wedged into the corner. The walls were papered in a faded pattern of brown acanthus and the floor was bare wood, although an accumulation of dust around the edges suggested that a carpet had been lifted up and hauled away. There was a fire insurance calendar from 1913 hanging on a nail, and two chipped plates on the table.

I slid open the drawers in the dresser, releasing the odor of moth balls, and closed them again. If Alfonso Youngman had any possessions, they had been taken away.

Finding nothing of any use, I stood in the corner and looked up at the bent steam pipe above me. There was a seam where it had been broken and welded back together.

 

CARRIE HAD JUST RETURNED from her parade when I got back to the hotel. As Ruth predicted, she was delighted to take up the search for Beatrice Fuller. We divided the city directories and sat in the telephone booths on our respective floors, ringing all the Fullers. One of her colleagues at the newspaper looked through the indexes and called any Fullers listed, the idea being that if the family was wealthy, they were also prominent enough to have been mentioned in the paper.

We took our supper together in Carrie’s room. “Why don’t you just ask the sheriff how to find Beatrice Fuller?” Carrie said as she blew on her soup.

“I—there’s been some difficulty with the sheriff. I don’t know where things stand with him at the moment.”

She put her spoon down and dabbed at her lips. “There’s more to the story of the sheriff and the escaped prisoner than you’ve let on. Why don’t you tell me the rest of it?”

“Are you going to write about it in the paper if I do?”

“Of course. I’m a reporter. That’s what we do. You ought to remember that, in your line of work. Everything you tell us will go in the paper.”

“Then I’m going back to my calls.”

It was the girl in the newsroom who finally hunted down Beatrice Fuller’s parents and telephoned, at around eight o’clock, to tell us about it. The Fullers didn’t want to see me, but the girl was apparently quite good on the telephone and made it sound as if they hadn’t any choice in the matter.

“She said it was an official call and that you’d be right over,” Carrie told me. “I only wish I had a sketch artist in my pocket.”

“It isn’t a night for sketching or for reporting,” I said, although going out at night to question the Fullers did have a sense of occasion about it. I’d already taken off my boots and loosened my dress, but I put myself together, gave Carrie my thanks, and ran downstairs for a taxicab.

The Fullers lived across town in a building of peach-colored stone with a wide green awning over the door. There were lights blazing in all the windows and a bit of laughter and cigarette smoke drifting down from a half-open window next door.

A maid stood waiting for me just inside the door. When I gave my name she looked down at my hands, expecting me to present a card. I mumbled that I hadn’t any but that I would give my particulars to the Fullers when I saw them. This must have sufficed, because she ushered me up a set of wide and elegant stairs, draped in a ribbon of carpet held in place with brass rods that looked like they were polished once a week. We arrived at a heavy oak door on the second floor. She held it open, announcing me as Miss Constance, and left me to make my way.

Inside was a little parlor, where Mr. and Mrs. Fuller were seated in deep stuffed chairs by the fire. They stood when they saw me and I was surprised to see that they were far older than I’d expected. Mrs. Fuller was one of those extraordinary women who aged much more beautifully than anyone else, so that even at the age of seventy or so, the young girl she’d once been was very much alive in her eyes and in her smile. Her hair was entirely white and as fine as corn silk, and she swept it into one of those smooth buns favored by European aristocrats. She wore a velvet evening dress that would have impressed Fleurette and seemed far too formal for a night at home.

Mr. Fuller was exactly her height—they were a charmingly compact couple, like one of those joined pairs of ceramic figurines—and he, too, was dressed for a night out, except that he’d exchanged his topcoat for an evening jacket as men of his class did at home. He wore a monocle and a silver mustache that curved up mischievously at the ends. I couldn’t help but think that someone should paint their portrait and sell it on postcards.

“I’m sorry to disturb you at this hour. It’s an urgent matter and I hope that you or Miss Beatrice might be of some help.”

A look passed between the two of them and they invited me to sit down. I perched on the edge of the settee. They took the two chairs across from it.

“We weren’t expecting a lady,” Mrs. Fuller said. “You didn’t come on your own, did you, dear?”

“Because there’s a young girl involved, the sheriff thought I should make the inquiries.”

“Sheriff? The girl from the newspaper wouldn’t tell us what this was about,” Mr. Fuller said, “but we don’t wish to have our names mixed up in any trouble.”

“You won’t,” I said hastily, and told them about von Matthesius’s escape, which they’d read about in the papers, and how my search for him had led me to them.

“Well, we aren’t hiding him here!” Mr. Fuller said with a nervous laugh.

“Of course not. I only wonder if you’ve any idea about his associates. Or could I speak to Beatrice? Is she at home?”

After another glance between them, Mrs. Fuller said, “Our granddaughter is under very good care in California. Her doctors hope to return her to us by summer. She isn’t to speak of that time and she certainly shouldn’t answer questions from the sheriff about it.”

I could tell from her tone that she wouldn’t tolerate many more questions. “Mrs. Fuller, we only want to see the man captured and put away again. If Beatrice mentioned any names to you, it might give us some idea of where he’s gone.”

“The only one she ever talked about was that Youngman fellow,” Mr. Fuller blurted out, earning a sharp stare from his wife. “That’s why we sent her out West. I was starting to think she was going to marry that boy.”

I tried to proceed carefully, as I knew so little about what had happened. “From what I’ve heard, Alfonso Youngman tried to save Beatrice, and to put a stop to . . . to what was being done.”

“And he’s a very brave boy for that,” Mrs. Fuller put in, “but it doesn’t give him license to write letters and to keep trying to call on her. She’s in a very delicate state and it was wrong of him to take advantage of the gratitude we all expressed at the time.”

They didn’t know he was dead. But how could they?

“Apparently Mr. Youngman was in a delicate state himself,” I said, as gently as I could. “He was found dead in his room a month ago. I’m sorry to say that it was suicide.”

Mrs. Fuller gasped and sat back in her chair. Mr. Fuller went and stood behind her. “If that’s true, Miss Kopp, then it’s another tragedy in a long string of them caused by this von Matthesius. I wish we’d never met him. I’ve still a mind to sue Dr. Rathburn. Someone’s got to stop him.”

“Rathburn?” I said.

Mr. Fuller helped his wife to her feet and it was clear that our visit was over. As we walked to the door he said, “It was Dr. Rathburn who was so insistent that we send our Beatrice to Rutherford for treatment. They were running this scheme together. My granddaughter meant so little to either of them that they were both trying to extort money from us over her care, and that’s to say nothing of what must have happened to the girl when she was too drugged to remember. I hope she never remembers. You tell the sheriff to lock both of them up for good this time.”
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IT WAS BLUSTERY out on Fifth Avenue the next morning, with a bite in the air that hinted at snow. I pushed my way uptown past the hordes of shoppers and sightseers that always made this stretch of the avenue impassable. At several of the dress shops along the avenue the tailors had declared a strike and stood out on the sidewalk with placards. Their measuring tapes hung around their necks and tended to blow off in the wind. The young women employed as their assistants passed out leaflets and those, too, scattered in the street and flew in the faces of passers-by.

A blister worked at my heel, the consequence of being out in the rain and mud all week. Even my sturdiest pair of boots wasn’t serving me particularly well. I gritted my teeth against the pain and forced myself not to limp as I turned down Fifty-Fifth Street and counted the addresses over to Dr. Milton Rathburn’s office.

The Fullers had given me my last chance. If this doctor knew anything about von Matthesius, I might have another lead to follow. Without it, I had nothing. I could stay in New York and wait around train stations and ferry docks hoping to catch sight of him, or I could go home and face whatever was to come. I didn’t want to think what that might be. I couldn’t imagine waking up every morning knowing that Sheriff Heath was behind bars. I bent my head down against the wind and told myself that I simply wouldn’t leave without shaking something out of Dr. Rathburn.

He kept his medical practice on the third floor of a stone building that might have once been white, but looked now as though it had been scrubbed in charcoal. The door was unlocked and in the foyer I found a directory listing all the offices in the building, most of which belonged to doctors, dentists, and oculists. I climbed the stairs to the third floor and found Dr. Rathburn’s door open. A serious-looking, dark-haired girl sat behind a desk. Her hands were folded in front of her as if she’d been waiting for me.

“I’m here to see Dr. Rathburn,” I said. “I don’t have an appointment but wish only to ask him a question.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, ma’am.” She flipped through an appointment book on her desk with the end of a pencil. “The doctor is very busy today. Let me arrange a time for you.”

“I’m only here to ask a question,” I repeated. “It’s a private matter.”

She looked up at me and raised two fine lines on an otherwise unlined forehead. “He isn’t here.”

“Then I suppose I’ll wait.”

“I don’t know when he might be in.”

“I haven’t any other business today. I’ll wait.”

I read the newspaper in the little waiting room, then read it again, and picked up a magazine someone had left behind. The receptionist shuffled papers on her desk and tried to look busy. It was well after noon before Dr. Rathburn appeared. I’d grown so numb from sitting that I felt a little dizzy when I stood to speak to him.

He looked so absurdly the part of the mad doctor that I would have believed he was an actor playing the role. His black hair stood up in stiff clumps, pointing out at all angles like so many devil’s horns. He wore thick tortoise-shell glasses and an expression of perpetual surprise that came from eyebrows shaped like mountain peaks. He carried with him a rumpled tweed overcoat, not the white smock of a modern doctor.

“I thought I didn’t have anyone this morning,” he mumbled, looking down at the appointment book.

“You don’t,” she said. “Only this lady wants to speak to you. She insisted on waiting.”

“I’m here on behalf of my employer,” I said quickly, “and he wishes to know more about your treatments. He’s quite prominent and wants assurances of privacy.”

The doctor sighed and ran a hand through his hair in an unsuccessful attempt to settle it down. “They’re all prominent,” he said, a bit wearily.

“If I could just have a moment.”

He nodded and held open the door to his office. I followed him into a luxuriously appointed room, with tall windows, a grand electric chandelier suspended from the ceiling, leather chairs, and an enormous polished desk. It was a room intended to give people the expectation that they’d be parting with a great deal of money.

I’d prepared a simple story for Dr. Rathburn, thinking only that I should find out more about the sort of business he conducted before inquiring directly about von Matthesius.

“As I explained, my employer insists upon complete discretion. He learned about your services when his sister was treated at a sanitarium in New Jersey. I’ve forgotten the name of the doctor, but you must know him because he spoke so highly of you. It was a German name—how silly of me to have forgotten it.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Dr. Rathburn drummed his fingers on the desk blotter. “I correspond with colleagues all over the country. Many of them have sent patients to me, and it’s not uncommon for me to recommend a patient to any number of sanitariums outside the city where they may be treated with discretion. Please assure your employer that we offer the most modern treatments for any sort of nervous condition, and no one need ever know.”

He pushed his chair back to suggest that the interview was over, then cocked his head and scrutinized me over the rim of his eyeglasses. “In what capacity are you employed with this man?”

“I started as his wife’s social secretary, and now I oversee all of their engagements and manage the household staff. Sometimes I handle more delicate matters as well.”

“And would your employer be satisfied with the arrangements?” He said it with fatigue in his voice. The rich must have been tedious for him, even as they paid him so handsomely.

I smiled brightly at him. “I’m sure he would. You’ll be hearing from him.”

He swept his arm toward the door and followed me back out to the front room, where the receptionist sat with her hands folded on her desk, just as she had been when I first arrived.

I thanked her for her help and tried to maintain the posture of the socialite’s secretary. As I turned to go, I said to the doctor—casually, as if I’d only just thought of it—“You know, I think that sanitarium was in Rutherford. Are you sure you don’t know a man up there? Von Matheson, a name like that?”

He might have flinched when I said it, or it could have been a speck of dust in his eye.

 

UNTIL I MET DR. RATHBURN, I’d been plagued by an uncomfortable suspicion that I should have never taken Henri LaMotte’s advice. How would I ever find von Matthesius if I avoided the very places he was most likely to turn up—at his brother’s apartment, at a train station, at any of the other places Sheriff Heath might have been watching at that very moment? Instead I’d been making inquiries of people who didn’t want to talk to me. I’d turned up heartbreak and terrible secrets but they gave me no ideas about where von Matthesius might be hiding.

But there was something in the air at that office, something that told me I was getting close. It was the first time I had lied to anyone in the course of my investigation. It was the first time I hadn’t stated plainly whom I was looking for and why I was looking for him. It was the first time I’d given into the electric thrill of my own instincts and followed where they led me.

And it was nothing but instinct that kept me in the hall after I left Dr. Rathburn’s office.

His door had a frosted glass pane that let in a little light and let out quite a bit of sound. I stood next to it, pressed against the wall, and listened.

“Telephone over to Murray’s and get Mr. Kyne on the line,” he was saying to his receptionist.

I heard her ask the operator, and then there was a little tapping sound, as if someone were fidgeting with a pencil.

After a bit of a wait the receptionist said, “It’s Dr. Rathburn for Mr. Kyne.” There was another long pause in which I could hear them mumbling to one another but couldn’t make out what they were saying. At last Dr. Rathburn’s voice boomed into the telephone, “Pat? It’s Milt. Has your cloakroom girl got anything for me? Yes, I’ll hold the line.”

The receptionist said something that I couldn’t hear, and then the man came back on the line. “Are you quite certain, Pat?” he shouted. “It would’ve been a fellow named Felix von Matthesius. Same one as last time. He hasn’t been by? All right, I’ll send my girl over.”

There was more murmuring between them and he told her to go. “Felix usually stops in after lunch. Hurry over before he gets there and leave this with the cloakroom girl.”

She gave some muffled answer, and then I could hear keys rattling. I slipped around the corner and ran down the stairs ahead of her. From across the street I saw the receptionist leave and walk along Fifty-Fifth, never looking back at me. I followed from a half a block away and easily kept up with her. When she reached Murray’s I stopped and waited outside. I didn’t dare follow her for fear that she’d turn and walk out just as I was walking in.

Murray’s occupied several floors of a fine brick building in the theater district. An elaborate series of stone columns, latticework, vines, and sculpture around the entrance gave the place the air of a Roman palace. It took only one inquiry at a newsstand on the corner to learn that it was a restaurant with a rather notorious cloakroom. One could check a coat or hat, or leave an envelope of money or some other dubious parcel for another party. Only a few days ago, the man told me, someone had left an urn holding the ashes of a famous musical actress. When the parcel was left unclaimed, the cloakroom girl opened it and believed the smooth metal surface to be the side of a bomb. The police were called, but a note inside explained the urn’s contents and the package was returned to the funeral parlor to be reunited with its owner.

The receptionist was inside for only a minute. When she left, I dashed across the street and stepped inside.

I wasn’t prepared for the decadent spectacle around me. At the end of the vast main dining hall stood a stage two stories high flanked by Roman columns and statues of nymphs and fantastical creatures. The ceiling was painted a deep ultramarine blue and hung with tiny lights that gave the effect of sitting out under the stars. Above the clamor of the luncheon crowd—and there must have been hundreds of people, all impeccably dressed for a matinee or afternoon shopping—above all of that, I could hear a good-size orchestra rehearsing tunes for the evening’s dancing. There was even a barge fit for an emperor floating in a grand fountain, where I could imagine the dancers splashing and laughing under a glittering waterfall in the small hours after midnight.

This was a good place to be seen, but was it also a good place to hide? Could a man like Felix put on his best suit, slip into the crowd, and escape notice? If he did, I couldn’t go in after him. I’d be too conspicuous in my plain street clothes and wide felt hat, towering as I did over all of the women and many of the men. I had to hope he was only going to stop into the cloakroom and not spend the afternoon there, dining on blue points and little neck clams.

I’d managed to push myself into a corner where the waiters rushed past and ignored me. I could see the cloakroom at the end of a narrow hall. There was a girl in a green dress collecting coats and handing out tickets. She would notice me eventually and wonder why I was watching her. The waiters who had been ignoring me thus far would want to put me at a table or send me on my way. There was nothing to do but wait outside and hope that I spotted Felix before he saw me.

I passed the next few hours engaged in the mundane and tedious work of waiting and watching. It may sound like a simple thing to stand outside a building and look at the people going in and out, but not everyone can do it. The job takes a particular kind of focus. One must look carefully at every hat and coat, asking the same question each time: Is he the right height? Has he the same hair color? What of his demeanor or his posture? Within a second, each man must be considered and dismissed. Although one wouldn’t be aware of it, some amount of time is occupied in simply sorting the men from the women so that the mind knows which figures to follow. The work is dull and undemanding, but it requires a great deal of attention, for if the mind wanders for even a minute, the man in question could slip past.

It helped to move from one spot to another so as not to invite suspicion. I stood under an awning across the street, then moved to a row of shop windows, then crossed over Forty-Second to a busy street corner, and back again. My legs ached from spending so much time on the pavement. My feet were swollen, the blisters were screaming at me, and my nose was red and wet from the cold. All of these discomforts served their own purpose in keeping me alert and eager to catch my man and put an end to my suffering.

When Felix did appear, it was in the fading blue hours of early evening, and he was walking out of Murray’s, not going in. How had I missed him? I caught only a glimpse of him in profile and doubted myself for a moment. But he would get away if I didn’t move quickly.

He pulled his hat down and turned east toward Times Square, sliding into a crowd of overcoats and hats, where he would be easily lost. I was still across the street and had no choice but to risk my own limbs as I dodged motor cars to get to him. When I reached the other side, he’d gained quite a bit of distance and was moving fast. It was nearly impossible to keep an eye trained on his hat and shoulders, and not to lose it among all the others.

There was no avoiding notice now—I was running, pushing men in topcoats out of my way. I nearly knocked over a trio of young women walking arm in arm.

Already a man was putting his hand on my elbow to offer assistance. I was soon to be surrounded by a crowd of people eager to detain me and calm me down. I did the only thing I could think of, which was to shout, “Purse thief!” and tear myself away from them in pursuit.

It worked, for two young men took up the chase. There were so many people on the sidewalk that none of us could make much progress, but the two of them elbowed others out of the way and cleared a path. I pulled ahead and threw myself on him, panting, at the next intersection.

Felix was half a head shorter than me, and I managed to take him by the shoulder and throw an arm across his neck. He coughed from the unexpected force of it. I pushed him to his knees and crouched behind him. He tried to elbow me but I took hold of his wrists and pushed him face-down on the sidewalk.

Judging from the size of the crowd gathered around us, it would appear that Felix and I were the most interesting people in New York City at that moment. There were so many onlookers that they spilled into the street, making one lane impassable. A man jumped right out of the coach he was riding while it was still moving to get a better look at us.

The two young men, each of them no older than twenty and looking like they’d just had the adventure of their lives, helped me up but kept Felix down on the ground. “Is this the man, miss? Is this the one who took your purse?”

Felix struggled to turn around but couldn’t see me. “I didn’t snatch a purse!”

I walked around in front of him and bent down. When he looked up and recognized me, he gave a sigh and slumped down again, his cheek on the icy pavement.

“I work for the sheriff of Bergen County,” I said to the boys, “up in Hackensack. This man is wanted for harboring a dangerous fugitive.” I looked around at the crowd of theatergoers, all in their fine dress, out for an afternoon’s amusements. They looked as if they might start tossing coins at us in appreciation of our performance. “If someone could find the police, he’ll be placed under arrest.”

A few men went running off to summon an officer, but most people just stood and watched me with mild and bemused curiosity. Some of the onlookers were asking each other questions that I knew were soon to be posed to me: Who was the dangerous fugitive? What had he done? Who was I, and in what capacity did I work for the sheriff?

But it was Felix who needed to answer questions. I knelt down and my skirts pooled on the sidewalk all around me. The boys pulled him to his knees and he had no choice but to face me. It was as close as I’d ever been to him.

Felix’s face was a study in lines: narrow jaw, hollow cheekbones, pinched mouth, and vertical slits for eyes. He seemed leaden and angry, with none of his brother’s highbrow pretensions.

“Where is he?” I demanded.

He coughed—his collar was chafing at his neck because of the way the boys were holding him—and said, “Who?”

I didn’t like that sneaky little smile or the tea-stained teeth behind it. He had a small pinched face like a rat. His nose even twitched.

A whistle sounded from down the street. The police were on their way and I feared they would take him away before I learned anything. “Tell me now and it’ll be easier for you.”

He turned his head away. I felt a hand on my shoulder, and in an instant four policemen pulled us apart and arrested us both.

“You’ll have a circular from the sheriff of Bergen County at the station,” I shouted as I was being dragged off. “Telephone him if you don’t. Robert Heath. Hackensack jail. The von Matthesius escape. This is Felix von Matthesius. It’s been in the papers all week.”

The officer who took Felix away paid no attention to my story. The jovial and red-faced Irishman who arrested me leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Not to worry, miss. We’ll have a nice long chat at the station. This gets us out of the cold for a good hour. It could be the rest of the night if we have to wait to speak to this sheriff of yours.”

I didn’t like the idea of spending the night in a New York City jail cell, but as long as Felix von Matthesius was locked up as well, I wouldn’t complain.

They drove us to the squat brick precinct house on Fifty-First Street. Felix went to another room to be booked, but they kept me standing inside the front door with an officer on either arm. “We’ll just have to hold you here for a few minutes, miss,” the Irishman said. “We have to wait for a ladies’ matron before we book you in.”

“I am a ladies’ matron.” I was impatient with the idea of waiting for a woman to be summoned just so my name could be written in a ledger book. “Call the sheriff and ask him. Tell him Constance Kopp has made an arrest.”

The Irishman laughed. “Kopp! That’s a good one. You were meant for it, weren’t you?”

I looked around at the small and sparsely appointed room, with its bare wooden chairs bolted to the floor and a wall covered with the cartes de visite of wanted men. I felt so terribly at home there that I said, “Yes. I was.”

It occurred to me that if I’d lost my position at the jail, perhaps the New York police would have me, as long as they weren’t bothered by a matron with an arrest record.

No woman could be summoned and I persuaded them to book me in themselves. The cell they found for me was larger and more comfortable than my own back in Hackensack. None of the officers could believe that I spent nights at the jail, living in the same conditions as the inmates.

“Don’t you want to go home, miss? See your family?” the Irishman asked from the other side of the bars.

“I go home. They see me. Sometimes.”

He left me alone and told me to rest as it would be some time before the sheriff could get into the city. I didn’t want to, but my eyes drifted closed and I gave in to a heavy dark sleep.

The jingle of the jailer’s keys startled me out of it, and all at once I was upright in my bunk with Sheriff Heath standing over me. His hat was down over his eyes and I couldn’t make out his expression. I hadn’t any idea if he was angry or pleased, or, for that matter, if he intended to take me back with him or let me serve out the night in jail. Nonetheless, a great wave of relief washed over me at the sight of him.

“You tackled him,” he said.

“Well, I—”

“They told me you leapt across the sidewalk and threw him down.”

“Give me a day and I’ll have the bruises to prove it.”

“You spotted him and chased after him without any regard for your own safety. There are men under my command who wouldn’t have wrestled with a suspect the way you did.”

“If you can show me an easier way, I’d like to know it.”

We faced each other with the old familiarity that had developed between us. At last he said, “You’re the only one who’s brought me anything.”

“I’m also the only one who let a prisoner escape.”

He gave a tired half-smile. “Now that we have Felix, old von Matthesius will find it harder to stay hidden. If you’ve any other ideas, tell them to me. You were conducting a much more interesting investigation than we were. It was nothing but train stations and police departments for us.”

The fact that I’d been the only one to make any progress gave me a little thrill that I tried to push away. I was disappointed to realize that Henri LaMotte was right. The sheriff had been doing the same three or four things anyone would do when a crime was committed. “If I hadn’t found Felix today, it would’ve been train stations and police departments for me, too.”

He shifted around inside his old tweed coat and said, “Then come back to the jail.”

“It doesn’t seem right.”

“Miss Kopp, I have Morris guarding the female section and he’s tired of it. There’s a problem with Providencia Monafo’s case and she won’t speak to any of us.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Just come back to work. After we catch von Matthesius, I’ll do something about that badge.”

“After.” I didn’t have to ask what would happen if he wasn’t caught.

He looked around the jail cell and I wondered if he was imagining himself living there. “What else are you going to do? I can’t have you out here by yourself, without a partner, or a badge and gun and handcuffs . . .”

“I took my gun,” I said.

He smiled and looked down at his feet. “That’s right. The officer out there told me. He wasn’t ready to believe your story until he found a Police Positive in your handbag. That’s as good as a badge.”

What else would I do? I stood up and shook out my dress. “There’s another man involved, a doctor who was waiting for Felix to deliver a package or to pick one up. The New York police wouldn’t go after him on my word alone. He’s probably run off, but someone should check.”

“They’ve already sent a man.”

“Felix isn’t talking,” I said. “He’s a cagey little snake.”

“Well, let’s get him back to Hackensack. Miss Kopp, it’s unseemly for me to beg. Come along.”
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“THIS IS YOUR CHANCE, FELIX,” the sheriff said as we drove away from the station.

Felix jiggled the chains around his arms and legs. “Chance for what?”

“To set yourself free. What do you say about taking us to your brother? If you do, I’m prepared to let you go, right now, in the middle of the night. We’ll take the handcuffs off you and put them on him.”

From the back seat, I could only make out the outline of the sheriff’s hat and collar. Felix was nothing but a dim shape next to him. He let out an aggrieved sigh.

“The way I see it,” Sheriff Heath continued, “is that if we put the Baron back in jail and set you free, all of us would be exactly where we started. No one would be any better or worse off than they were a month ago. Your brother would be serving his jail time, I wouldn’t have a fugitive on the loose, and you’d be at liberty to do as you please. Now, Felix, you tell me what’s wrong with that line of thinking.”

“I don’t know where he is,” Felix mumbled.

“Of course you do!” Sheriff Heath sounded almost cheerful about it. “You and Dr. Rathburn. Hasn’t the doctor been helping to keep him? He’s a good friend to the von Matthesius clan, isn’t he?”

“I don’t know any doctor.”

“I’m under the impression that you two traded love notes over at Murray’s cloakroom.”

Felix only snorted and fidgeted again with his handcuffs.

“It’s a shame the police didn’t find a letter in your pockets tonight. How’d you manage to throw it out? Or did you eat it? You didn’t eat it, did you?”

“I didn’t eat it.”

There was a police wagon up ahead and Felix started at the sight of it, in the manner of someone who is habitually fearful of arrest.

“You don’t have to hide from the police anymore, Felix. Now, I will withdraw this offer when we get to the jail. Think on it. Bring us to your brother and away you’ll go.”

Felix made a dissatisfied little growl but stayed quiet. Sheriff Heath turned around to look at me.

“Has Felix ever seen the inside of our jail, Miss Kopp?”

“I don’t believe he’s made it past the visiting room, Sheriff,” I said, leaning forward to put my head between them.

“That’s fine. Sometimes a man doesn’t want to be too well-known to law enforcement.” Again Felix kept his head turned to the window.

“He might not be fond of all those doors and locks,” I offered.

The sheriff turned and raised an eyebrow. “That could be. Steel bars can make a man uneasy.”

We continued in this line all the way back to Hackensack, the sheriff and I trying to tempt Felix into saying something that might be of use, and Felix refusing. I was glad to be back in Sheriff Heath’s company. He had an easy way with criminals and always seemed unerringly sure of himself when he was working on a case. After a few days of running around New York on my own, with no real idea of what I might find, I was back on solid ground again.

“Here we are, Felix,” the sheriff said when the jail’s silhouette rose up before us. “I could turn around right now and we could go fetch your brother.” Felix gave the smallest shake of his head. I could hardly even hear him breathing.

 

THE WOMEN OF THE FIFTH FLOOR were glad for my return. Mary Lisco, the pickpocket who had escaped from the Newark jail, had been sent back, and in her place we’d acquired yet another pickpocket, this one a girl of only eighteen who specialized in train stations, lifting coins out of purses and slipping brooches and stickpins right off the coats to which they were affixed. Our hosiery thief Martha Hicks was due to be released in a few days and had embarked upon a program of reform aimed at convincing the new girl to put thievery behind her and find respectable employment. She’d had little luck so far and hoped I would help persuade the girl.

Ida Higgins, the woman accused of setting fire to her brother’s house, had originally been arrested on the strength of two cans of gasoline found in her bedroom. But it had been discovered that the fire was actually set by a friend of Ida’s brother, over some feud between the two men. She’d just been cleared of the charges but remained in custody as a witness until the trial, which was scheduled for the next week.

Apparently Ida Higgins believed the man to be in love with her and didn’t want to admit that he had set the fire. But he never came to visit her in jail and seemed to have no idea that she had sacrificed her own freedom for his. After weeks of writing letters that went unanswered, she finally grew angry enough to tell the whole story to the prosecutor. She explained that she had seen the man sneak around with cans of gasoline and start the fire, and that she took the cans to hide what he’d done. Following her accusation and the testimony of another witness, the man, who had been jailed for arson before, had been arrested and now resided two floors below.

Because Ida remained in jail only as a witness, she was moved to a quieter cell near mine for the remainder of her detention, and she usually had a chop or a sausage with her dinner. We also allowed her to take a walk outside with a guard. She said she looked forward to taking her walks with me now that I’d returned.

“Are you more comfortable in your new cell?” I asked as I settled back into my own quarters.

“I’d be more comfortable at home,” she said. “I told them it wasn’t me. Why can’t they let me go?”

“Because you’re needed at the trial. You’ll have to testify that you saw the man sneaking around your brother’s place with the gasoline.”

“What do I care about the trial? It’s no business of mine. I don’t want anything more to do with it.”

“That’s exactly why we’re keeping you.”

Then there was the trouble with Providencia Monafo. Sheriff Heath called John Courter over to explain it the day after I returned. The two of them sat in the sheriff’s office looking about as unhappy to be with one another as two men ever have.

Detective Courter cleared his throat and glared at the sheriff. He had an egg-shaped head and wore a tight, stiff collar that made his neck bulge.

“Go ahead,” Sheriff Heath said. “This is your case.”

Detective Courter looked at the space between us for a minute, his lips pressed together. One leg bounced up and down impatiently. There was a kind of smothered anger about him.

Finally he said, “All right. Mrs. Monafo claimed that Saverio Salino went to her apartment in the morning to pay rent and they argued over his sister living there. Then he threatened her and she shot him. She was so frightened, she said, that she ran out of the house and boarded the streetcar. It’s the same car she takes to work every morning, and the driver recognized her. After she rode a few stops, she thought better of it and got off and made her way back home—for reasons of her own that none of us entirely understand. By that time, Salino had dragged himself up the stairs and someone saw him. That’s when we were called.”

He seemed to be waiting for some kind of answer, so I said, “Yes, that’s how I recall it. What’s the problem?”

“The problem is that I have witnesses who heard the shot at eight o’clock in the morning, and Mrs. Monafo boarded that streetcar at seven-thirty.”

I looked back and forth at them, puzzled. “But she confessed. Someone must have the time wrong.”

Detective Courter shook his head. “The streetcar driver was on his first route of the morning and knows exactly what time he started. He has to get out and punch a card in Hackensack, and he punched it a few minutes before eight. Mrs. Monafo was on board. And don’t tell me he mistook her for someone else. You’ve seen her.”

“But the witnesses who heard the shot could have been mistaken.”

The detective paced around the room. “The man down the street sets his alarm clock for seven-thirty every morning and sits down in his kitchen just before eight to have breakfast. He heard the shot from the kitchen. There’s absolutely no possibility that he was up an hour earlier than usual. His wife and children agreed that there had been no change to his morning routine. I have another witness who was walking nearby on his way to open his shop, and his stock boy also tells me that the shop definitely did not open early.”

He walked up to a stack of ledger books on the table under the window and opened the top one, flipping through it casually, looking at the names of the inmates and the pictures we’d taken of each one of them. Sheriff Heath made a move to stop him, the records being none of Detective Courter’s business, but then stayed quiet.

“But why would Mrs. Monafo confess if she didn’t shoot him?” I asked.

Detective Courter looked pointedly at the sheriff, who said, “Miss Kopp has spent the most time with her. Let her try.” Turning to me, he added, “Go and talk to her again about what happened. Find out what you can about her life. See if you can come up with another motive for the shooting. Ask her why she went back. Maybe someone else did it and she took responsibility.”

The detective grumbled something unintelligible and dropped back into his chair.

“John, she can manage it,” the sheriff said, glancing quickly at me.

“We need detectives talking to suspects,” he said. “If this had happened six months ago, you would’ve sent me up to talk to her.”

“And you wouldn’t have gotten a confession,” the sheriff said. “You know that. We’ve always had trouble with female suspects. That’s why I hired a matron. Let Miss Kopp do her job, and if she doesn’t make any headway, we’ll call you right over.”

He looked back and forth between the two of us for a minute and then pushed his chair away and walked out of the room, slamming the door a little too loudly.

Sheriff Heath jumped up to follow him out. “I don’t like this,” he said to me. “Go talk to her.”

 

IT WAS THE dim, quiet hour just before dinner, when the older women were rousing themselves slowly from their naps. This was when I preferred to sit down with one or the other of them and try to win their confidence. The understanding that they were in jail—and therefore not obligated to cook dinner—dawned on them with a kind of muted relief. They were philosophical at that time and more willing to talk, unlike the younger girls, who preferred to come to me at midnight, when their fears and secrets kept them awake and aflame. The older women didn’t let their lies and treachery deprive them of sleep. They took their secrets to bed like hot-water bottles and snored on top of them all night long.

I found Mrs. Monafo awake and sitting on the edge of her bunk, looking down at her feet. When she first came to us, there had been sores between her toes that looked like they hadn’t healed in years. I’d been persistent with the petroleum oil and the delousing powder, and at last they had started to fade. She was looking down at them, twisting them back and forth to view from all sides, as if she was sizing them up and deciding to what use she might put them. She looked up and saw me standing outside her cell.

“They don’t swell like they used to,” she said.

“They look better.”

“At the plant I’m on my feet ten, twelve hours. Here we do washing in the morning and that is all. My feet get a rest.”

“Don’t tell the sheriff you’re enjoying a nice rest in his jail. He’ll find another job for you.”

“Oh, I don’t say I enjoy it. But there is less to do. What my husband is doing without me—” She shrugged and gave a silent little laugh that turned into a cough.

“Will your husband pay you a visit?”

She pushed out her lower lip and gave the tiniest shake of her head. “He don’t want to come. Don’t like police.”

“Then he should write you a letter.”

“I never see him write.”

She wouldn’t look at me. I opened the door to her cell and sat down next to her. Still she kept her eyes on her feet.

“Why don’t I go and see him?” I asked. “You’ve been here a week. He must wonder. I could let him know that you’re being taken care of, at least.”

“No,” she said quickly. She eased herself off the edge of the bunk and went to the basin, but just stood over it, staring at the wall. Her shoulders slumped like a sack of potatoes. She had a way of shuffling around as if she had no legs at all, only a pair of feet attached to a shapeless form.

“We’ll send him a letter when it comes time for your trial,” I said. “He has a right to be there.” Detective Courter hadn’t mentioned her husband, and I wondered whether he’d been interviewed.

“Why have a trial, lady? I shoot the boy and I go to prison. What else is there to say?” Her mouth sagged into a defiant frown that she’d probably worn all her life.

“The prosecutor will have some questions for you, even if you do make a full confession. They always do.”

She tilted her head and considered that. “What kind of question?”

I pretended to think about it for a minute. “He might wonder why a man would be shot over a single month’s rent. It’s a small amount of money for such a serious crime.”

“I tell him pay that rent or else! He make threat to me.”

“I’m sure he did. The prosecutor might also ask why you came back after you’d already run off. You were right there when the police arrived.”

“Where would I go so they don’t find me? I make it easy for them.” She groaned and put a hand on her hip, and eased herself back down to the bunk.

She’d confided nothing so far and I didn’t think she was going to. I had to tell her what I knew, or Detective Courter would, and he wouldn’t be so kind about it. “Oh, you did make it easy,” I said. “The only trouble is that the prosecutor has to go around and find witnesses to tell what they saw, too.”

She had the small black eyes of a bird. She fixed them on me now. “Nobody saw.”

“But someone heard.”

She shook her head defiantly. “They don’t hear nothing.”

“Mrs. Monafo. Your neighbors heard the shot. We know they did. Only they didn’t hear it until after you boarded that streetcar.”

Her fingers worked at the seam of her house dress and she crossed her ankles and then uncrossed them.

“This could be good news for you. If they think someone else shot Saverio Salino, they’ll let you go. You can return home to your husband. Wouldn’t you like that?”

She had worked a bit of thread loose and she was pulling on it. The seam was unraveling. I didn’t bother to stop her. She would stitch it back together in the morning.

“You tell them,” she said quietly. “You tell them I shoot Salino. He die?”

“Yes.”

She pushed her chin out. “You tell them I kill him.”

 

SHERIFF HEATH DID NOT find this to be a satisfactory answer and told me to keep after her. “I don’t want to jail an innocent woman or let a murderer go free. We need an honest confession. It’s one of the reasons I gave for hiring a matron, so see to it that I wasn’t wrong.”

I let her think it over and went to her again the next day. She had been excused from laundry duty over a stiff knee. After I took the other women downstairs to do their work, I went into her cell to talk.

“Lady!” she called when she saw me. “What he say?”

“What did who say?”

“The little detective. When you tell him I shoot Salino.”

“Mrs. Monafo, I told you he wouldn’t listen to anything but new evidence. There’s nothing I can do unless you can tell us something else about that morning.”

She nodded. “He tell me that.”

“Detective Courter? When did you see him?”

“Just now,” she said, looking a little surprised that I didn’t know. “He just come here. I ask for you but he say you went home.”

“I was only down in the laundry.” I should have known that he would find a way to interrogate her when I was away. I tried to keep my face passive. “What did he say?”

She motioned for me to come closer. Even after she’d been subjected to the jail’s rigorous grooming requirements, Providencia Monafo was not the kind of woman I wanted to get very close to. I always had the feeling that something would jump on me if I did: a louse, or a curse.

But as Sheriff Heath reminded me, it was my job to hear confessions, so I sat next to her on the bunk and waited.

“He keep asking about my husband,” she said in a creaky voice barely above a whisper.

“And what has happened to Mr. Monafo?” I asked.

She put a hand to her chest and murmured a little prayer in Italian.

“You can speak to God all day, but you might help yourself by speaking to me right now,” I said, as gently as I could. Already I was beginning to fear that I knew the truth, that it was her husband who shot Salino and she had taken the blame to protect him. Did I have an epidemic on my hands of women serving jail time for men’s crimes?

Providencia’s hands were like rough old claws. When she wrapped them around mine I didn’t dare pull away for fear of getting scratched. “I tell you the truth. It was me who shoot Salino.”

“Yes, but Detective Courter has witnesses—”

She leaned in and gripped me even more forcefully. “Listen, lady. I shoot him. But I don’t aim for him.”

All at once I understood. A prickly chill settled in around my shoulders. I hoped my expression didn’t give me away, but Providencia squinted at me with those coal-black eyes of hers and sat back, satisfied.

“I aim for my husband. Salino come up behind him to pay rent but I don’t see him in time. My husband jump and Salino get the bullet.”

She released my hands with a great flurry of her fingers, the way a soothsayer delivers a spell. We each took a deep breath at the same time, exchanging old air for new and a lie for the truth.

Providencia leaned back against the wall and cast her eyes across her cell as if she were seeing a distant horizon. I followed suit and wondered how different her faraway vision must have looked from mine.

“So you see,” she said, “I tell the truth. I stay in jail.”

“But the witnesses,” I said feebly. “Detective Courter is absolutely sure the shots couldn’t have been fired when you said they were.”

Without taking her eyes away from whatever she saw beyond her cell walls, she said, “I don’t know about witness. I tell the truth.”

“But he wants to set you free, and I don’t see why . . .”

But then I did. Of course I did.

Providencia was terrified of her husband. I sat with my hands in my lap and my head cocked back against the wall and let her tell it to me. He was a drunkard and a gambler. He once held a job at the munitions plant but he’d been stealing gunpowder and selling it. When he got caught, they fired him, and Providencia went to beg the foreman to give him back his job. He refused, but he took pity on Providencia and let her work on the cleaning crew, which was so closely watched that no one had a chance to steal anything. Providencia worked ten hours a day at the factory and spent her nights keeping house and looking after the boarders, which, she said, exhausted her. (I’d seen no evidence of housekeeping or caretaking around her boarding-house but didn’t say it.)

Lacking any sort of employment, Mr. Monafo took to spending all day in the saloons and became a violent and angry drunkard. He bellowed insults at Providencia over their reduced circumstances, caused mostly by his drinking and gambling, and once threw burning coals at her, nearly setting the place on fire. He frightened the boarders so much that two of them moved out. When Providencia told him that he would have to go and find a job to make up for the lost rent, he picked up a chair and swung it at her. She landed on her hip when she fell—which had to be why she shuffled around unevenly—and the chair shattered.

Providencia was tormented in this manner for months before another woman at the factory offered her a gun. It was intended as a preventative measure only, to give her some protection while she packed a few things and fled. The woman who brought it to her told her that if her husband saw her leaving, she had only to wave it at him and he would quiet down and let her go.

“She don’t know my husband,” Providencia concluded grimly. “Nothing will settle him down but a blow to the head.”

“Or a bullet?”

She nodded. “He come for me and I shoot. What else can I do?”

“You could have called the police.” I knew what a poor suggestion it was but felt obligated to make it nonetheless.

She didn’t bother responding to that. She patted my knee and, groaning, pushed herself to her feet. “I stay here,” she said, with a note of cheer in her voice as if that was all it took to settle the matter. “My husband”—and here she waved her arm triumphantly to indicate the world outside the jail—“he stay out there.”

At last I understood why she had turned back toward home. She might have run out in a terror after shooting Salino, but once she sat down in that trolley car and had a moment to think, she realized that her husband was still alive, and that he’d seen her aim the gun at him. The plain truth was that she was safer in jail. If she tried to run, he would find her. She went directly back to the crime scene with the hope of being arrested.

Even in her rehabilitated state, there was a wildness about Providencia. She never pinned her hair up like the other women, and instead let it crowd around her shoulders like a thicket of briars. She tended to hunch her shoulders forward when she spoke as if everything she had to say was a secret. A black mole sat just above the corner of her mouth, and one cheek was fatter than the other, causing one eye to squint while the other gaped open. She had the air of a mystic or a witch.

“Strega,” she said, standing over me and putting her hands on my shoulders.

“Strega?” I repeated.

“In Italy we say strega for witch.”

How did she know what I was thinking?

“You look at me and think I look like witch,” she said. “I know you.”

I’d had a lot of strange conversations under this roof, but this had to be the strangest.

“I know you,” she said again. “They put you in jail just like me. What did you do?”

She was staring at me so closely that I felt as if I were under some kind of spell. One eye squinted intently while the other opened even wider, calling for my response.

“What did you do, lady?”

 

I WENT DOWN to Sheriff Heath’s office and was about to raise my hand to knock when I heard John Courter’s voice inside.

“Because I got tired of waiting!” Courter was saying. I leaned against the door frame and listened. Sheriff Heath spoke in a quieter voice and I couldn’t hear everything he was saying.

“. . . if we release her now . . .” was the only phrase I caught from the sheriff.

“I don’t see any other way.” Courter was shouting. “Mrs. Monafo’s either lying or covering up for somebody, and if she won’t tell us who it is, she’s not of any use to us. You aren’t of much damn use either, between this mess and that fugitive you’ve got running around.”

He said something else in a low voice I couldn’t hear, and the sheriff replied, “I’ve got all my men out searching. What would you have us do?”

Next came a silence and the sound of something dropping onto a desk or table. “Bob, it’s been a week. We both know that von Matthesius is gone for good. The Freeholders have called in your bondsmen. I can speak for the rest of the prosecutor’s office when I say that we won’t wait much longer to start an inquest.”

“We’ll get him,” the sheriff said quickly.

“Make plans for your family,” Detective Courter said. “They can’t stay here if you’re in a jail cell upstairs—and you will be. Can’t Cordelia go to her mother? You should start thinking about it.”

Something else slammed down on the table and a chair slid across the floor. “Unless you’ve got business with this department, go on out of here. Have your papers drawn up if you want Mrs. Monafo released. I’m her jailer, and I don’t let her go without an order.”

They were coming for the door. I ducked around the corner, near the sheriff’s residence, and waited until I heard Mr. Courter leave with a guard.

When I returned, Sheriff Heath was leaning against his office door, his head down and his shoulders slumped. He turned when he heard my footsteps. “You heard Courter.”

“Some of it.”

“It sounds like he tried a little funny business with Mrs. Monafo this morning. I told him to let you have another try, but he’s not interested in my ideas on the running of my own jail.”

“I just spoke to her,” I said. “I believe her. I don’t know what to say about Detective Courter’s witnesses, but I think she’s telling the truth.”
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THE MOOD AT THE JAIL WAS GRIM. All the deputies and most of the guards had been out searching for long hours at a stretch and ignoring all but the most pressing of their other duties. Everyone worried that von Matthesius had already slipped aboard a ship or taken a train out West, where we would never find him.

The New York City police officer sent out to look for Dr. Rathburn found no trace of him at his home or office. Even his receptionist was gone. Sheriff Heath went back the next day to question the manager and the cloakroom girl at Murray’s, but learned nothing of significance.

The Rutherford police had very little in their files that could help us. A few names turned up in von Matthesius’s correspondence, mostly other doctors in California and Texas where he had once lived. Sheriff Heath had already wired the police in those cities and asked them to make inquiries, but nothing came of it. While I was gone, the investigation had been running in circles: train stations, hotels, saloons, shipyards, and back to Felix’s apartment and the shops in that neighborhood, all of it leading nowhere.

The deputies and guards were kinder to me than I’d expected them to be. They all knew that I was the one who let von Matthesius get away, thanks to Thomas English, who made it his business to tell. But I’d won their admiration by going out on my own and bringing Felix back. It was more than anyone else had done, English included. Fortunately, Sheriff Heath kept English out of the jailhouse and away from me. He was mostly assigned to watch train stations, a dull but essential post.

Still, there was unease among us. Deputy Morris confided in me that the men all feared for their jobs. If Sheriff Heath was jailed over the von Matthesius escape, a new sheriff would be appointed to serve until the next election, and it was becoming apparent that the Freeholders would put forth a man of the opposing political party.

“And you know who the Republicans want to see in the sheriff’s office,” Morris muttered. I shook my head. Norma kept up with politics, but I hadn’t any idea.

“John Courter. He’s next in line when the party hands out favors.”

I couldn’t imagine a petty, small-minded, vindictive man like Detective Courter serving as sheriff.

“There’s talk of a trial already,” Morris added, “and if the prosecutor wants to make it a public inquest, there’s little Sheriff Heath could do to stop it.”

“You mean that my name would be brought out. Everyone would know.”

“I’m sorry, miss.”

I could only imagine what my brother would say—both about the scandal and my failure to provide for us as I’d insisted I could. Finding another position would be impossible, once the truth was told in the papers. I wondered if I could find a post somewhere far away—Chicago, maybe, or Denver. Were we to flee again because I’d brought shame on my family? How often would I have to run to get away from my own mistakes?

Sheriff Heath had banned any talk of the recriminations that might come his way as a result of von Matthesius’s escape. “If the sheriff’s department was in need of a fortune-teller, I would go down to Palisades Park and hire one,” he had taken to telling the men. “And if any of you have mystical gifts you’ve been concealing, kindly use them to tell me where our prisoner’s been hiding.”

But none of us knew, and Felix wasn’t telling. He sat in his cell, mulishly silent, refusing to even lift his head and look at us. This was his revenge: if he had to be caught, he would say nothing, and make the fact of his arrest useless.

We put him in an interviewing room and worked on him for hours, but nothing came of it. In the detective stories in the Sunday papers, the witnesses are all too eager to give up what they know and point the police in the right direction. It appeared that our witness hadn’t read the papers. His silence was of the brooding, snorting, red-faced, stormy variety, but he was silent nonetheless. He did ask at one point whether the sheriff had charged him with a crime. We reminded him that we didn’t need to charge him. We could hold him as a witness until von Matthesius was found.

“Or you could tell us where he is,” the sheriff said, “and we might let you go.”

When he refused to answer or even look at us, the sheriff just shrugged and said that he hoped Felix enjoyed his time at the jail. “I’ve got an extra fifty cents a day to feed witnesses, so you’ll get a little butter on your bread until we get around to filing formal charges for harboring a fugitive and make you an inmate of this institution.”

He had nothing to say to that, so the sheriff added, “Usually I don’t make the witnesses do any chores, but I think a little honest labor might clear your mind and help ease you into your jail sentence. We’ll give you some floors to scrub. How does that sound?”

It must have sounded fine, because Felix didn’t even raise his head to object.

Although he wouldn’t talk, he couldn’t stop us from having a picture made of him to send to police departments. The sheriff put a call out to all the reporters in town, inviting them to make their own pictures and to run them in the papers.

Deputy Morris brought Felix downstairs for the portrait session. Sheriff Heath asked me to come along in case the reporters had any questions about how Felix was caught. I didn’t like the idea of stepping into a roomful of reporters and wasn’t sure I should be credited with his capture. It would have been easy enough to say that a deputy made the arrest and leave it at that. But he insisted that his department had nothing to hide and that it would only be worse if we tried to conceal anything—so I went.

I did remember to keep my promise to Carrie. She received the same invitation the other reporters did. I had to put a hand over my mouth to keep from smiling when I walked in and saw her there, standing in the back, one smartly dressed lady reporter among two dozen cigar-smoking newspapermen.

The sheriff’s office wasn’t large—it was only big enough for his desk and a long oak table around which his deputies sometimes gathered—but the reporters crowded in congenially. Their presence had the odd effect of making the room seem bigger, not smaller. A haze of smoke hung over them and there was a convivial rumble of conversation, like men gathered at a saloon. The sheriff’s desk had been pushed out of the way and a canvas curtain hung against the wall in imitation of a portrait studio. His camera was already situated atop its three-legged stand.

In the corner, Sheriff Heath was talking to a steely-haired man in a police uniform. The two of them turned at once when Morris and I arrived with Felix, and Sheriff Heath gave a sharp whistle that silenced the room.

“Gentlemen, and ladies, I’d like you to meet Felix von Matthesius, the brother of the fugitive and the man who we believe assisted in his escape from the hospital one week ago, on October 22. Miss Kopp is the one who made his capture, with the assistance of four fine officers of the New York Police Department.”

“Is it Miss Kopp or Deputy Kopp?” called Carrie from the back, to a rumble of laughter from the men.

Sheriff Heath took it as a perfectly ordinary question. “Miss Kopp has been serving as matron here at the jail and has proven herself quite able in the field as well. This is her first arrest and it won’t be her last. She’ll get her badge, but the first business of the sheriff’s office is to catch criminals and jail them. We ask your help in that today.”

I turned away from the crowd, having been made uncomfortable by the attention, and saw Deputy English standing in the doorway with a guard. I hadn’t seen him since that night in front of Felix’s apartment. He and the guard were whispering at one another furiously. Any excitement I might have felt over the mention of a badge turned sick and sour at the sight of him.

Sheriff Heath didn’t notice any of this. “Let’s take our photographs. I remind you that the prisoner is answering no questions. I will explain what we’re looking for, and he will remain silent—unless he’d like to tell us where he’s hidden his brother.”

Felix’s wrists were chained behind his back, so he couldn’t raise his hands to shield his face. He kept his chin tucked defiantly down on his chest and turned away from the cameras as Deputy Morris brought him to the front of the room.

Once his feet were planted on the marks the sheriff had made on the floor, the deputy shook him by the arm and told him to look up. He would not. Sheriff Heath handed Deputy Morris a yardstick and said, “Felix, you’ll lift your chin up or we’ll do it for you.”

Deputy Morris put the yardstick under his chin and gave it a gentle tap. At last Felix raised his eyes to the room of reporters and gave them a squint-eyed glare that lasted just long enough for Sheriff Heath to make his picture. While he was winding the film, he invited the other reporters to come up. A few of them had cameras on stands waiting in the corners of the room. They brought them forward and a whole row of photographers took their pictures.

When it was over, the sheriff turned to the reporters and said, “Boys—ah, ladies and gentlemen—the police chief and I”—and here he gestured to the man next to him—“we’re asking for the public’s help in naming any lodgings or other places frequented by this man in the last month. If anyone has seen him going out of any boarding-house, saloon, dining hall, or other place of business, they should come forward and tell about it without delay. We believe he’s been helping to conceal the fugitive, Herman Albert von Matthesius, whose portrait has already appeared in your papers. I remind you that he is a convicted criminal and considered dangerous.”

He gave a description of the fugitive, which the reporters took down, and then Deputy Morris grabbed Felix by the elbow and led him out of the room. A tall, thin man with a sparse beard stood and asked, “Does the sheriff have any other leads in the case?”

“The sheriff always has other leads,” came the answer, “but today we need your help with this one.”

“Is it common practice for prisoners to fake an illness to get released to the hospital?” asked a jowly old man from the back of the room.

“Certainly not. I’ve spoken with doctors at the hospital and we now believe von Matthesius chewed the glass from a broken light bulb to make us think he was coughing blood, and probably swallowed soap and any manner of injurious liquids to make himself appear ill. It was a carefully calculated escape attempt, and one that would have failed had the Board of Freeholders allowed me a jail physician as I’ve requested.”

A rotund man with a face the color of a boiled ham struggled to his feet and said, “If you fail to capture this fugitive, will you be sleeping in the same cell he once had, or have you chosen another for yourself?”

That brought a general grumble from the reporters, but Sheriff Heath raised his hands to silence them. “I appreciate the Hackensack Republican’s interest in my living quarters, but I’m perfectly comfortable in the sheriff’s apartment and intend to remain there. Does anyone have a question about our hunt for the fugitive?”

“How was the capture made?” shouted Carrie from the back. Her mouth was painted carmine red and twisted in the most delighted grin.

Sheriff Heath looked over at me. “Miss Kopp spotted him coming out of Murray’s Restaurant in New York City, where she had tracked him after several days of dogged detective duty. She tackled him herself and didn’t hesitate to do it. It was quick work on her part and it is exactly this sort of thinking that we hope to encourage by putting word out to the public through your newspapers. Now go on, all of you, and get something in the morning edition.”
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LATER THAT NIGHT I went down to the kitchen for supper. The work crew had just gone upstairs and the floor was still damp and smelled of washing powder. The four enormous coffee urns that fueled the jail from dawn to dusk had been scrubbed and left on their sides to dry. The mop was draped over the sink. A pair of rubber gloves dangled from its handle.

A light bobbed inside the pantry and I could hear someone shifting around inside. I expected to find a guard, looking for whatever the cooks had left out for us, but it was Cordelia Heath in an apron, slumped down on a footstool in the corner. There was a flat little bottle in her hand and the unmistakable sweet and spoiled odor of brandy spirits.

She pushed the bottle under her apron when she saw me, but we both knew what I’d seen. Her nose was swollen and pink and the drink had dulled her eyes. She took hold of a shelf and pulled herself to her feet.

“Evening, Mrs. Heath,” I said.

“Miss Kopp.” She glanced at me and bent down over the boxes of onions and potatoes in the pantry as if she were inspecting them. “You keep turning up.”

She stumbled against the wall and kicked the stool out from under her feet. I saw her reach for her apron to make sure the bottle was secure, a gesture that looked habitual.

I hated to ask the question, but felt obligated to. “Are you ill? Is Mr. Heath at home? I could go—”

She turned and glared at me. “Where is Mr. Heath? You know more about my husband’s whereabouts than I do.”

“I haven’t seen him tonight.”

I thought about asking the guards if he could be summoned. I wasn’t sure which was worse: leaving her alone in this state or calling attention to it by alerting the sheriff. Every family had its secrets, but the Heaths didn’t get to hide away in the countryside like we did. They had no choice but to live here, where every member of the sheriff’s department could watch their doings.

She shuffled the boxes around, searching for something. “I’m only looking for what’s mine. We don’t eat the prisoners’ food.”

“Of course you don’t, ma’am,” I answered, although I saw nothing wrong with the food from the jail kitchen.

“The grocer delivers my order now along with all the other provisions.” She wiped a strand of hair from her forehead. “Because naturally I can’t shop for myself anymore.” At last she slid a crate off the shelf and balanced it on her hip, then jutted her chin up at me in the manner of a woman defending herself against an accusation.

She seemed to want some response, so I said, “It must be difficult to go out with the children so young. I’m sure Grayce is a help.”

“Grayce!” Her voice hit a high and wobbly note as she laughed. “Grayce’s brother made her quit after what happened. And do you think I can find any kind of cleaning girl at all, once it was in the papers that the inmates harass the maids?”

“Well, I . . .”

“Nor can I go to market myself, the way we’re talked about in this town.” She set the crate down and began rummaging through the boxes of sugar and flour on a high shelf. “If I even show my face out there, I face an inquisition from anyone who . . . Oh, here it is.”

She put a box of cornstarch in her crate and turned back to me. “It hasn’t been in the papers, but everyone knows it was you who let him escape.”

“Everyone?” I hadn’t realized it was all over town. I should have known.

“When my father served on the Board of Freeholders, there was a sheriff who wanted to bring in a lady guard. Daddy said he couldn’t, on the grounds that a lady can’t stop a crook from escaping, and isn’t that a guard’s responsibility?”

“We’ll get him.” I didn’t bother to point out that I was the only one who had made an arrest in the case. She was in no mood to hear it.

A strand of hair had come loose and hung between her eyes. She squinted at me when she spoke, her voice shrill and tight. “It’s the worst thing that can happen to a sheriff. I believe you know why. Some people resign in disgrace after a thing like that.”

She hoisted her crate unsteadily and I backed out of the doorway.

“But you aren’t concerned about what becomes of us, and why should you be? It’s more important that you keep yourself amused, as unmarried women must do.”

She made it sound dirty to be unmarried. “I’m not here to amuse myself.”

“No? Why, you couldn’t wait to get inside this jail and—” Then she waved her free hand at me in a pantomime of whatever it was she thought I did. “But I’m the one who has to live here, and I’m the one about to get turned out if that old man isn’t caught.”

There was no arguing with her in this state, so I said, “I’m sorry, ma’am. We’ll all be turned out if he isn’t found.”

My effort at sympathy seemed only to harden her. “But you’ll be fine, won’t you?” There was a cruelty in the way she said it.

She stumbled out with her box. The door swung shut behind her and I stood alone in the kitchen, a little sick and unsteady myself.

“I don’t know,” I said to an empty room.

It didn’t seem to me that anyone would be fine if Sheriff Heath went to jail.

 

THE ODOR OF A WOMAN awash in brandy is impossible to forget. When I was ten, my aunt Adele came to live with us and brought that particular fragrance with her. She was my mother’s older sister, nearly forty, recently widowed, and stricken by an illness nobody would name.

At the time our father was working for a small and unscrupulous wine importer. The goods were cheap and usually adulterated. Port wine might be diluted with the juice of sloes or elderberries, then blended with cheap brandy and unfiltered juice and soaked in wood chips. Wine was mixed with filbert husks or strychnine (useful, in small doses, for adding a bitter flavor), and what passed for champagne was nothing more than Jersey cider mixed with cochineal and gooseberries. When they needed a sweetener they reached for sugar of lead. As long as it was red or gold in color and intoxicating, Messrs. Bonham & Koch would offer it for sale, often in bottles they collected from hotel kitchens and affixed their own labels to.

One of the proprietors—I believe it was Mr. Koch—was arrested after a restaurant in Brooklyn complained about a delivery of murky, foul-smelling wine that stained the teeth of patrons, as if ink had been added, or coal-tar dye. Compounding the trouble was the fact that no import taxes had been paid on the wine, which raised the question of whether it had been smuggled into the country.

Mr. Koch was taken off to jail and my father with him. Although he only spent a few nights there, his employer having paid the right man to secure his release, my father didn’t come home for months after his arrest. Mother told Francis that he was too ashamed to show himself to us. (She was ashamed, too, and never told her daughters any of this. It was only because Francis swept the wine shop after school that he knew about it, and Norma, domineering even at the age of six, insisted that he tell us.)

Aunt Adele was in our house the very minute our father was out of it. Norma and I expected to have to move into Mother’s bed so that Adele could have ours, but instead our aunt chose for herself a closet under the stairs just big enough for, as she put it, “a cot and a candle.” I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to crawl into such a cramped and windowless space at night when an ordinary bed could be had, and Mother went silent and tight-lipped when I asked her about it. I found out the truth one day when Adele was in the parlor being attended by the doctor and I snuck into her cubbyhole to have a look around.

There it was: the peculiar odor of sweet gas and rotten fruit. She kept a brandy bottle under her pillow and hid a few empty ones inside the boots she never wore, because she never went out. Next to them was a stack of clean rags stained brown with old blood and stuck all over with pins. I didn’t know what the two had to do with one another, the stench and the sickness, but to my mind they were the same, and since then I have always associated liquor with secrecy and disease.

When Adele grew weaker she had no choice but to come out into the light, and to submit to Mother’s nursing and my help. That’s when I saw what had sent her into the closet: a surgical wound under her arm that had never closed, the result of an attempt to excise a lump the size of a nutmeg. A bigger one grew back in its place and I feared I could see it, wrinkled and brown as a baby’s fist, when we peeled away the bandage and washed the ulcer with weak but nonetheless intolerable carbolic acid. Adele screamed when we did it, and bit into a rag soaked in brandy.

“She has to have it,” Mother would say. “It’s unbearable otherwise.” I would watch her overturn the bottle into the rag and wet it freely, so that Adele could suck furiously at it while we worked. Somehow the rag made it more like medicine. When Adele went back to bed and Mother thought I wasn’t looking, she tucked the bottle under Adele’s good arm the way one presses a doll against a sleeping child.

Now Cordelia was locking herself in a closet with a bottle and a wound of her own. But unlike Aunt Adele, who came to us willingly, even eagerly, Mrs. Heath snarled at me like an animal caught in a trap when I found her. I couldn’t get near enough to help and hardly dared interfere with the brandy habit of the boss’s wife. I knew of only one way to cure her pain, and it was to find our fugitive.

 

AT MIDNIGHT THE HIGH, domed window above the fifth floor rattled and creaked in the wind, and when the hail came, the sharp hammering against the glass lulled me in and out of sleep.

I awoke to Sheriff Heath’s voice. “I’m sorry, Miss Kopp,” he was saying.

There was a light coming through the bars of my cell. It receded and I heard his footsteps walking away.

“Sheriff?”

The lantern in his hand stopped swaying and he turned.

“What is it?” I whispered.

He came back. The lantern hung down at his knees and cast a pool of yellow light on the ground. His face took on the greenish-white pallor of the lime-washed walls.

We peered at each other through the bars until it occurred to me that he wouldn’t come in unless I invited him. I pushed open the door and he paced around, looking at my lamp, my comb, and the book I’d been reading.

Finally he said, “You were asleep.”

“It’s all right.” I wore a corduroy dress at night that was no different from what I wore during the day, in case I was called back to duty. It wasn’t as if he were seeing me in my nightclothes. I sat on the edge of the bunk. “You can sit down.”

He sighed and dropped down next to me, leaning his head against the wall.

I’d been torturing myself over Mrs. Heath all night. “I don’t deserve to be here,” I said. “Not while he’s out there. It isn’t right.”

He snorted and said, “Miss Kopp. Do you know how many crooks go their whole lives without once ever being arrested?”

I stared at him and thought about it. “Almost all of them.”

“That’s right. The ones we do catch manage to commit ten crimes before we lock them up for one. You know that’s true.”

I nodded. Prisoners loved to boast about the schemes and cons they got away with before they were caught.

He turned and waved at the windows at the end of my cell block. Beyond them rose the first few buildings at the edge of Main Street, their backs turned to us. In the daylight we could have seen the entire town unfurled below us. The jail stood at the edge of Hackensack, along the river, next to everything else the townspeople didn’t want to look at: a coal yard, a yarn mill, and a cemetery.

“They’re like fish out there, swimming through a net,” he said. “We catch a few of them. We slow them down. But we don’t ever stop them. There will always be more criminals than cops. We don’t win in the end. You know that, don’t you?”

“Of course I know that,” I said stiffly. But maybe I didn’t. It hadn’t occurred to me that I wouldn’t defeat them somehow. In some way, I’d been thinking that the sheriff and I would rid Bergen County of crime if we just kept at it long enough.

“So we lost one. Now we’re going to get him back. But, Miss Kopp—”

I folded my arms across my chest and tried to tuck my chin down in that formidable way Norma had.

He smiled a little and continued. “Every day some sneak or thief gets away with something. Every day someone calls for help and we don’t get there in time. There’s always a fistfight or a gunshot or a fire set deliberately or a girl gone missing.”

“Yes, but—”

He wouldn’t let me finish. “Yes, but we go back to work.”

I dropped my arms and all the air went out of me. Those were three very powerful words.

“Back to work,” I repeated, trying it out.

“That’s right,” he said with a smile that pushed against the corners of his eyes. “The work of this department goes on. We’re conducting a manhunt, and we will get him.”

“But if we don’t—If you don’t—”

“We will,” he returned sharply. “And in the meantime, I have a jail to run. We’ve eighty-five other prisoners in here. We can’t forget about them.”

I thought again of Cordelia. “But Mrs. Heath doesn’t want me here, after all the trouble I’ve made for you.”

He took a breath and said, so quietly that I had to strain to hear him, “Mrs. Heath cares a great deal about appearances and reputations and titles and honorifics. When I signed on as undersheriff, she saw it as a stepladder to sheriff and then to mayor and then to senator. She wants to sit in a parlor in Washington, D.C., and pour tea out of a silver pot. How does that sound to you, Miss Kopp?”

“Horrible. I’d rather chase old von Matthesius through the gutters.”

He grinned and something broke open between us. “So would I. Cordelia doesn’t understand that. She never will.”

“Well.” I swallowed, almost unable to speak. “Poor Cordelia.” I regretted it immediately. I shouldn’t have poked fun at her.

“I’ve given Cordelia everything a wife wants—children and a nice home,” he said, and then it was my turn to laugh.

“It’s not a nice home.”

He kicked his shoes against the ground and shook his head. “All right. It isn’t the home she wants. But this is the sheriff’s residence, and she’s the sheriff’s wife. I decide who to employ, not Cordelia. What the newspapers say doesn’t matter. I’m going to run this department as I see fit, and if Cordelia didn’t know that before, she knows it now.”

He spoke about his wife with a quiet authority that was familiar to me. It was the same way he spoke to his deputies. It was the same way he ran the jail. For the first time I understood that what was admirable in a sheriff might be less than admirable in a husband.

“Where were you tonight?” I asked.

“Out on a search party. A man came in and told us about an old place in the woods where he thought someone had been hiding and we hoped it was our fugitive. But it was just a tramp.”

“Mrs. Heath wondered where you’d gone.”

“And she asked you?”

“It was . . . less civil than that.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell what I’d seen. “She appears to be under a great deal of strain.”

He rubbed his forehead with the palm of his hand. “I told her not to worry about it.”

“I don’t know how she can help it. She said people are talking. Someone bothered her on the street.”

“It’s nothing. She was out with her mother and heard an unkind remark.”

He pushed himself off the bunk and put a hand over his mouth to cover a yawn. “I tried to tell her that if an unkind remark is the worst thing to ever happen to the wife of the sheriff, we’ve done all right. She didn’t take to that.”

“She’d have to be awfully tough not to be bothered by strangers gossiping about her family and the prospect of her husband in jail.”

“Mmmm.” He turned to leave and closed the cell door behind him. “That’s just how a sheriff’s wife has to be. Tough.”

We stood in the dark with the white bars between us.

“You don’t have to stay here so much,” he said at last. “You have a home to go to and people who are waiting for you.”

“So do you,” I said.
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I HADN’T BEEN HOME since I caught Felix. What if they found von Matthesius and required a translator again? What if Felix confessed? I didn’t want to be miles away in the countryside, with no telephone and no auto, if I could be of use.

But since the opening night of Fleurette’s play, I’d been worried about that man I saw speaking to her at the theater. Her play, as childish as it was, put her in front of men who had only one idea about girls on the stage. She loved any sort of attention—I’d seen that already—and thought it old-fashioned to be suspicious of a strange man paying her compliments.

But I knew what could happen. I knew how easily a girl could get trapped. I thought about Lettie, answering Mr. Meeker’s advertisement for a housekeeper, and about all the girls like her I’d seen in just a few months of working for Sheriff Heath. I didn’t like to tell Fleurette those stories, but perhaps I’d sheltered her too much. She was incautious and not at all vigilant about the way men might try to take advantage of her. I hadn’t been cautious enough myself, at that age.

Norma would have admonished her about it already, but she never took Norma seriously. She knew that Norma hadn’t the first idea about what to do with a handsome man offering compliments. I wasn’t sure I knew what to do about it either, but it fell to me to try, so I went home the next day to speak to her.

Fleurette’s bedroom was starting to look like a dressmaker’s shop. Three mannequins stood near the window like guests at a party, their costumes pinned carefully together. Bolts of fabric were stacked in the corner according to color, from a deep purple wool, to a turquoise silk, to a pale lilac chiffon. Her wardrobe doors were flung open and festooned with dresses on hangers, many of which she had made for herself but had not yet worn.

Her taste ran to the fashionable and outlandish, which I had always attributed to an overactive imagination and an allowance for sewing goods that permitted her to be a bit impractical. But as I walked in the room and looked around, I saw that she’d been making herself a wardrobe for a very particular kind of life, and it was not a life that could be lived out here on the farm with me and Norma. She wanted the theater, and dinners in restaurants, and parties at the homes of witty and sophisticated people in New York. She wanted champagne and pearls, and her picture on the front of the playbill, and a string of admirers.

In short, she wanted nothing that I had on offer. I thought suddenly of my own mother, and how it must have been to see me reaching for a life that she couldn’t fathom. I would send off for a correspondence course and she would burn the papers. I thought it monstrous at the time. Now I could only smile a little at how bold she’d been. She was only trying to keep me in her world, when I wanted out so desperately. And now Fleurette wanted out of my world.

She was propped up in bed against three enormous pillows—all the best pillows in our house seemed to find their way to Fleurette’s room and never return—wearing an ivory kimono and her hair in loose curls around her shoulders. I could imagine her, quite suddenly, as somebody’s wife, paging through a volume of Vogue patterns in bed while her husband shaved in the mirror. The thought of it made a tendon in my knee give way and I had to catch myself before I stumbled.

“The farmer’s wife is ill and I’m to take her role tomorrow night,” she said, without looking up from her book.

“You’ll do just fine.” I eased down on the edge of her bed. Then, as casually as I could, I said, “I wish you’d tell me about that young man outside the theater.”

“Why should I?” Her breath came faster, working in and out of her little turned-up nose, but she kept her eyes fixed on the page. Already I’d annoyed her.

“It’s my responsibility to keep up with your friends.” I ducked down to catch her eye, but she shook a wave of dark hair over her face. Between the locks I feared I saw the stain of a lip-stick. “Don’t you think I see the kind of trouble girls get into?”

In a small voice she said, “It was nothing.”

“Then you won’t mind telling me.”

She put her pattern book down at last. “I can’t possibly recite every word I speak to another person all day long.”

“I just—”

“I’m not like you and Norma. I won’t live on this old farm forever. I’m going to meet people, and talk to them, and go places, like anyone else does. And I won’t answer to you about it.”

“Of course you will.” I tried not to sound too frantic, but this talk of leaving the farm made me uneasy. “You’re no different from any other girl. You might not have a mother or father to tell you where you can go and who you can see, but you have me and Norma. And it’s our business to look after you.”

“All right.” Fleurette pushed her book aside and sat up straighter in bed. “On what grounds will you decide who’s suitable for me and who isn’t? Neither of you have had a single male visitor for as long as I can remember, unless you count the sheriff and his deputies, which I do not. Apparently you never found a man who was agreeable to either of you. So how will you decide whether one is right for me?”

There was a hot defiant look in her eyes. For once, she was not begging or whining. She was issuing a direct challenge, and I hadn’t any idea how to answer. It had never occurred to me to imagine a suitable man for Fleurette.

“I never said you couldn’t talk to anyone. I only ask to know about your acquaintances.”

“You haven’t any right to.”

“But I do. If it’s such a secret that you can’t tell us, then you’re not being properly supervised and we’ll take you out of Mrs. Hansen’s.”

“You can’t do that!” If a girl could stamp her foot while lying in bed, Fleurette would have.

“Of course I can. I pay for your lessons and your costumes.”

“Then I’ll pay my own tuition. Some of the girls at the academy have already said they’d like me to do their spring dresses.”

Before I could say anything about that, she added, “And don’t you dare tell me that a seamstress is a poor occupation for a sister of yours. It’s far more respectable than police work. If Mother were alive, she’d be happy to see me sewing and horrified to see you down at that dirty old jail.”

I reached out to put my hand over her ankles but she pulled them away. I tried to speak kindly to her anyway. “I just can’t watch you put yourself in danger. Not after what we went through last year. It was you they were threatening to kidnap. Everything we did was to keep you safe.”

She picked up her book again and flipped through it rapidly, blinking back tears.

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you seen him again?”

“Not yet.”

I tried very hard to sound calm. “What does that mean?”

She wrapped a strand of hair around her finger and looked up at me. “He promised to take me and Helen to a show on Broadway when he had the money.”

“You can’t possibly go to New York with a man. Nor can Helen. Girls your age go on a train with a man and—well. I won’t have it. I’ll speak to Mr. Stewart about it.”

She sniffed.

“You know we wouldn’t have allowed it. I’ll take you to a show myself if you want to go.”

“It’s dull to go places with you!”

“Then we’ll bring Norma along too.”

She smiled to herself and I hoped we’d understood each other. She put her book down and looked up at me as I turned to leave.

“Haven’t you caught that man yet?”

“No. But we will, and then I’ll be home more. Although Sheriff Heath has promised to make me a deputy. I don’t know what things will be like after that.”

Fleurette brightened at the possibility. “Does that mean you’ll be out chasing after criminals at all hours? Won’t that be awfully dangerous?”

“It’s dangerous for the criminals,” I said. Fleurette giggled and I made my exit while a fragile peace still hung in the air between us.

 

THE LIGHT WAS ON IN NORMA’S ROOM. She’d taken recently to wearing Mother’s old spectacles when she read, claiming farsightedness, but I suspected she mostly wore them so that she could regard me suspiciously over the rims. When she looked up at me, they slipped so far down her nose that she had to reach her hand out to catch them.

“You could get your own pair,” I said. “We could have them fitted to you.”

“I like these fine.” She was reading an article in Popular Science about a German druggist who filled prescriptions by carrier pigeon before the war. He’d devised a means to attach a camera to his pigeons so that they might fly over enemy camps and take pictures. There was a photograph of a pigeon with a contraption strapped to its breast by means of elastic bands. Next to it was one of the pictures claimed to have been taken by the bird from a vantage point high above a river. We studied the pictures together for a minute.

“I don’t see how it could manage the weight,” Norma said, “but this leaves us no choice but to carry out a trial.”

“Or risk the Germans gaining the advantage for its pigeon fleet?”

She nodded grimly and I thought she really did believe it was a matter of military superiority. “It isn’t correct to call pigeons a fleet,” she said as she studied the pictures. “Although a flock sounds too frivolous. I think we’ll call them squadrons.”

She took up a pencil and made a note of that in the margin, then put the magazine away and turned her attention to me. “I heard you talking to Fleurette.”

“I just want her to be careful.”

Norma passed a pillow to me so that I could lean against the bedpost. “She doesn’t want to be careful. She wants to be on her own. She’s been talking about getting a furnished room with Helen.”

I groaned and loosened the buttons around my collar. “And who does she think is going to pay her rent?”

“She’ll take in sewing. You know that. What else do you expect her to do?”

“I haven’t any idea,” I admitted. “I’ve been happily avoiding that question for years.”

“Well, we can’t let her move into town and do as she pleases. She’ll fall for the first traveling salesman who knocks on her door.”

“Norma!” It was unlike her to bring up my past, but she was right—I had been Fleurette’s age when I gave in to the attentions of a traveling salesman.

Norma deployed her spectacles in her most dramatic fashion. “Back when we were girls, I don’t remember you ever even mentioning a boy before one turned up in our parlor. Imagine how it would be for Miss Girl About Town, who would throw open the window and invite them up.”

“I’d rather not.”

“I suppose that man you arrested didn’t have von Matthesius in his pocket, or I would’ve read about it by now.”

“He won’t talk. We can only hope that he was helping to keep von Matthesius in hiding, and that without anyone to help he will slip up.”

“Well, you’d better do something more than hope.”

I reached down to unlace my boots. “I don’t know what else to do. It’s been almost two weeks. The sheriff has his men out looking every day, and we’ve spoken with everyone who was involved with the case.”

“Why was he arrested in the first place?” It infuriated Norma when the newspapers resorted to euphemisms like “serious charges” and “sensational testimony” in the name of propriety and didn’t tell her what she really wanted to know.

I described what I’d learned about the sham treatments offered as nervous cures, and patients being drugged and made to appear sicker than they were so that their families would pay for a longer stay, and about von Matthesius taking payment in the form of paintings and heirlooms when the families’ money ran out. I told her about Beatrice Fuller and his shameful attempts to force a marriage upon her, and the bravery of the boys who went to the police to stop it.

“Then you haven’t been to see everyone,” Norma said.

“Who else is left? Alfonso Youngman is dead, and Beatrice Fuller is in California. The sheriff has said he can’t force her grandparents to tell where she is.”

Norma tapped the end of her pencil on my knee impatiently. “You don’t need them. You need the minister.”

“What minister?”

“The old man he called in to perform the wedding when that poor girl was too drugged to stand. He’s the only other criminal in this mess. I don’t know why you haven’t spoken to him.”
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THE GERMAN REFORMED CHURCH was a small whitewashed building of a style that was common a hundred and fifty years ago. It was clad in clapboard that ran from the earth to the heavens, and from its roof arose a spire topped with old copper streaked in verdigris. Around the sides were the kind of tall, skinny Gothic windows that encouraged those inside to look inward, not out onto the world. The church sat proudly atop a plain carpet of lawn, with not so much as a shrub or flower box to suggest that there were pleasures to be had in this life. The only advantage to the secluded upbringing my mother imposed upon us was that we had managed to avoid spending our Sundays in such strict, austere places as the German churches of Brooklyn and northern New Jersey.

It had taken us a few days just to find Reverend Weber. He hadn’t testified during the trial due to an illness. The sham marriage he performed had been witnessed by several people, and the certificate signed properly, which meant that there was little doubt or controversy over his role in the matter. Because of this, his name did not appear in any records of the trial, and it took quite a bit of digging through the prosecutor’s notes to find it. As soon as we did, we went directly there.

Sheriff Heath pushed open the heavy front doors of the church. We leaned in and squinted at the dark and oiled pews only long enough to see that there was no one inside. A footpath led around back to the rectory, where my knock was answered by a frail old man so bent over by rheumatism that he had to contort himself to look up at me.

“Guten Tag,” he said in a raspy voice.

“Einen guten Tag auch Ihnen,” I answered. “Mein Name ist Constance Kopp, und mein Begleiter ist Herr Heath. May we come in? I’m here about a member of your congregation.”

That must have been enough German to satisfy him, because he nodded and opened the door.

We stepped into a small, shabby sitting room meant more for the accommodation of visitors than for the comfort of the rectory’s inhabitant. There was no wide and cushioned settee, no lamp for reading, and in fact no books or pictures or personal effects of any kind. A collection of mismatched straight-backed wooden chairs were placed in a precise semicircle, in anticipation of a serious conversation among several uncomfortable visitors. Only one of the chairs was equipped with arms and a withered old cushion. I took this to be the reverend’s. On the wall hung a single cross and a devotional calendar printed by the church.

Reverend Weber settled into his chair, and Sheriff Heath and I sat down across from him. Because he was so badly stooped over, we found ourselves staring at a few strands of white hair combed over a scalp as bare and fragile as a baby’s, with blue veins running underneath skin that was at once pink and red and a strange chalky white. He had to turn himself sideways to look at us. His lips trembled and his eyes were pale and watery.

“We’re looking for a man you might know,” Sheriff Heath said. “He’s gone missing and we very much hope you can help us find him.”

“Oh, dear,” the old man said. “Missing?”

“It’s more that he’s in hiding. He escaped while under guard at the hospital two weeks ago. I’m speaking of Dr. von Matthesius.”

His mouth dropped open and his chin wavered. I could tell he was working on a response and I didn’t want to give him too much time to think.

“Reverend, it’s dangerous for all of us if an escaped prisoner is on the loose,” I said. “The sheriff has deputies out looking every day. They’re armed and ready to shoot if they have to. Someone could get hurt—someone who has nothing to do with it. You don’t want that to happen, do you?”

He looked down at his swollen and twisted knuckles. He shook his head and said quietly, “I’m afraid I couldn’t help you.”

“You’d be helping Dr. von Matthesius,” the sheriff said. “We’ve already arrested his brother, who we believe was helping to keep him. Now he has nowhere to turn.”

“Felix is in jail?” Reverend Weber said, leaning forward as if he hadn’t heard it right. “Is someone going to take his things?”

Sheriff Heath and I glanced at each other, puzzled, and then he said, “Yes, we’ve come in my wagon and we can take his things this afternoon.”

The old man waved in the direction of a door just behind him. The sheriff and I stood up and went over together, both of us trying to act as if nothing were out of the ordinary. The door opened into a little dark and windowless room, too small to be a bedroom, filled to the ceiling with small pieces of furniture, wooden crates, a few trunks and suitcases, and paintings in heavy carved frames.

Reverend Weber hadn’t risen from his chair, but he twisted himself around and watched us. “He said he’d have most of it sold by now. It’s taken too long. People don’t want those old things.”

Sheriff Heath rubbed the back of his neck and took a long breath. “This must have come out of the sanitarium. I suppose Felix was raising money for his brother.”

“What’s that?” the reverend called.

Sheriff Heath went back to the little circle of chairs and knelt down in front of the old man so he wouldn’t have to strain his neck to look up. “Reverend Weber. These things don’t belong to Felix. Some of them could have been stolen or taken from people under fraudulent pretenses. If we find that Felix has broken any laws by selling them—and I think we will—you could be charged for helping him. Do you understand?”

The sheriff sat back on his heels while Reverend Weber whispered to himself. His lips worked furiously but no sound came out. He had a cane in his hand, and it wobbled under his grip.

I sat down next to him and took his other hand in mine. “Haben Sie eine Ahnung wo er sich versteckt?”

He shook his head. “Nein.”

Sheriff Heath looked up at me. “He says he has no idea where he’s hiding,” I said.

The sheriff looked back and forth between the two of us for a minute, his arms folded across his chest. Then he stood and wiped the dust briskly off his trousers. When he spoke, it was in the voice he used to read the riot act to strikers or to give orders to a room full of deputies.

“Reverend, here’s what you’re going to do for us. Write a letter by way of general delivery addressed to Dr. von Matthesius and tell him that the rest of his things have been sold and that you have the money for him. That’s all you have to do. For your willingness to help us capture a dangerous fugitive, we’ll make sure that no charges are brought against you.”

Reverend Weber craned his neck up at us, then shrugged with the helpless air of a man who’d been outmaneuvered. “I don’t see any harm in writing a letter, but I can’t say that it will get to him.”

“We’ll take care of that.” The sheriff looked around the room for writing paper.

“Over there.” The old man pointed a shaky finger to a desk in the corner. I didn’t think he’d be able to manage a pen and paper, but he wrote in a surprisingly bold and clear hand and before long we had three letters to send.

“Good work, Reverend.” Sheriff Heath shook his hand and spent a few minutes running back and forth, carting von Matthesius’s things to his auto. “I’ll send a deputy for the rest,” he called, and we rode off.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him so exhilarated. “What makes you think he’ll inquire about general delivery?” I asked.

“Oh, every kind of clandestine correspondence is sent that way now,” Sheriff Heath said cheerfully. “You can pick up more criminals at a general delivery window than you can at a ten-cent flophouse. We’ll get him.”

 

We drove directly to the post office in Hackensack, where Sheriff Heath and I walked past the lines of people standing at the windows and down a little hall off to the side. At the end was the postmaster’s office. The sheriff walked in without knocking. We were greeted by the soles of a man’s shoes propped up on a desk, the rest of him concealed behind a newspaper. A mess of curly black hair appeared above the paper, followed by intelligent gray eyes and a shout of “Bob! What have you got for me?”

“May I first introduce you to Miss Kopp,” the sheriff said, as the postmaster scrambled to his feet. “She’s the jail matron, and she’s working on a case with me.”

“You are!” He looked me over with genuine interest. “How’d you manage a job like that?”

“She earned it,” Sheriff Heath said mildly, then he turned to me. “This is Mr. Fulton.”

“How do you do?” I said.

He dropped his newspaper and shook my hand. “Better all the time.”

“Mr. Fulton is the father of four very troublesome girls,” the sheriff said with only the slightest trace of a smile.

“I’m sure they’d be shocked to hear themselves described that way by the sheriff,” I said.

“Oh, they know they’re troublesome, but no one’s bothered to tell them that they’re girls,” Mr. Fulton said. “Our eldest goes out hunting with her uncle, and the twins want to play baseball, and the youngest is convinced that she’ll be a doctor and spends all her time bandaging the others. We had to stop her before she turned the kitchen into a surgery and strapped her sister to the table. Not one of them is going to marry if they don’t settle down.” He made a face of mock horror that he couldn’t sustain. Already I liked Mr. Fulton very much.

“I don’t know about that. They might surprise you,” I said.

“They surprise me every day! Last year the four of them took it in their heads to run away together. They must have thought their mother and I wouldn’t notice that they’d been studying the train tables all week. When they tiptoed off with their little rucksacks, I called your friend Robert Heath here and had him run over to the station and pick them up. They spent a night in jail under a charge of waywardness and vagrancy.”

“You didn’t!” I gasped.

Sheriff Heath nodded briskly. “It taught them a lesson.”

“It did no such thing,” Mr. Fulton said. “They had the time of their lives. Didn’t even want to go home the next morning. Nothing rattles those girls. I’ve always said that they’ll either be cops or outlaws, and now, Miss Kopp, I’ve got some hope that one or two of them might take the legitimate path.”

Sheriff Heath gave a polite little cough. Mr. Fulton said, “I’m sorry, you’ve got business, Sheriff. What is it?”

We showed him the letters, which were already sealed and addressed by Reverend Weber’s hand. Sheriff Heath told him very little about the case, only that we were trying to catch a man and needed the clerks at the windows to watch for him.

Mr. Fulton nodded and turned the letters over in his hands. “One for us, one for Paterson, one for Manhattan. I’ll get them out today.”

“You’ve done this before?” I asked. “Tried to trap a man like this?” I hadn’t any idea that general delivery was used so often by criminals and fugitives.

Mr. Fulton’s eyes widened. “Oh, you wouldn’t believe what people get up to by mail. The Postal Service almost put an end to the general delivery plan a few years ago. We kept hearing complaints from the clerks at the windows that they had an unusually high number of young women coming to claim letters. Both married and unmarried.”

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked.

“Well, some of our clerks came to believe that the mails were being used to carry on clandestine correspondence. They raised a big fuss over it in Chicago and wanted the whole program shut down.”

“Over a few love letters?”

“That’s not what they called it,” Mr. Fulton said. “The papers accused us of supplying ‘a bit of the machinery by which young girls are led into the devious paths of sin,’ or something along those lines. I was more concerned about gangsters and Black Handers, but it was the idea of girls and sin that got everyone talking. Now they ask for identification and keep lists of everyone who picks up their mail at the general delivery window.”

“I suppose that’s reasonable,” I said, although I wasn’t sure it was.

“Well, we do what we can. And we keep a sharp eye out for anyone the sheriff is looking for and hold them if we have to.”

“That’s fine,” Sheriff Heath said. “We’ve got to catch this one.”

Mr. Fulton looked at the envelopes again. “Is this the fellow who ran out on you at the hospital?”

“That’s him,” the sheriff said.

“Who’s the damn fool who let him get away?”

Sheriff Heath paused. “The only thing that matters is getting him back.”

 

“IF YOU CAN be bothered to think about your other duties, Miss Kopp,” the sheriff said as we drove back to the jail, “then I wonder if you would turn your attention to Mrs. Monafo.”

“As long as the female inmates are locked up, I don’t see how they take priority over von Matthesius.” I was wound up over those letters and couldn’t think about anything else.

“Providencia Monafo won’t be locked up much longer,” Sheriff Heath said. “Detective Courter is working on an order for her release. If it weren’t for the carelessness and ineptitude of the court clerks, he’d have it by now.”

“But I’m sure she’s telling the truth. Of course she was aiming at her husband. It makes perfect sense. Is he going to charge someone else with the crime?”

“He’s working on it. The husband’s a likely candidate, as are just about any of the boarders who can’t account for their whereabouts at the time of the shooting.”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing that husband of hers in jail,” I said.

“But not for a crime he didn’t commit.”

We had to slow down for a line of schoolchildren crossing the street hand in hand, all in identical mackinaw coats. Sheriff Heath drummed on the steering wheel while we waited.

“I’ve had plenty of inmates plead their innocence and beg for their release, but this is the first one who wants to be found guilty. Still, Mr. Courter can’t ignore those witnesses. They could go to the papers and claim he disregarded their testimony. He knows that.”

The children crossed the road and we drove on. It was clear to me that Sheriff Heath hadn’t any idea what to do about Mrs. Monafo. I also couldn’t trust Detective Courter to run any sort of competent investigation into the question of why her account was so at odds with that of the witnesses.

Henri LaMotte would tell me to start over at the beginning. “We’re not far from the boarding-house,” I said. “Let’s have another look.”

In a few minutes we were back in Garfield. We parked on Malcolm across the street from the house and, finding the door unlocked, slipped inside and crept down the stairs to the Monafos’ basement apartment. No answer came to the sheriff’s knock, so he gave the door a push with his shoulder and it fell open.

The flat was, if anything, more squalid than the last time we’d seen it. I would not have believed that Mrs. Monafo exerted any sort of beautifying influence over her surroundings, but in her absence the place had disintegrated such that it had more in common with a lean-to under a bridge occupied by hoboes than a landlady’s flat. There was a stench even more appalling than what I’d remembered from my last visit, and it appeared that no effort at all had been made to scrub away the blood stain that was Saverio Salino’s last mark on the world.

“At least we know her husband’s gone,” I said. “No one would live in this filth.”

“I’ve seen people living in worse.”

We heard—or rather felt—footsteps on the stairs above us and froze.

“I’ll go see who it is,” the sheriff said. “I don’t know who’s been interviewed in this building. Look around and see if you can find anything Courter might’ve missed. Letters or . . .”

He mumbled the rest as he ran up the stairs. I examined every corner of the apartment but found no letters and no places where a letter would be kept even if one were to arrive. There was no desk, no bookshelf, and no place for pen or paper. They hadn’t a lamp to read by nor a chair to sit on. There were only piles of filthy clothes beyond mending, soiled dishes beyond washing, and furnishings too broken and moth-eaten to use. There was not, in fact, anything in the whole place that shouldn’t have been taken outside and burned.

I saw nothing that contradicted what we knew so far. What evidence could I possibly be expected to find that would prove that Providencia had shot the man? The plain fact of her standing over a pool of blood with a recently discharged pistol seemed evidence enough to me.

Footsteps struck back down the stairs and Sheriff Heath’s face appeared in the doorway. “Didn’t you hear me?” he called out impatiently.

“No. When?”

“I yelled down twice for you to come up and help me with these fellows. They only spoke Italian and I wanted to question them before they drove off.”

“I was right here. But I don’t speak Italian anyway,” I said, making my way back to the door.

“Can’t you get by with French, or pick up a few words?”

I followed him up the stairs. “Are you asking me to learn a fourth language so I might be of better service to the sheriff’s department?”

“That’d be fine, Miss Kopp.”
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THERE WAS NOTHING TO DO but wait for a response to Reverend Weber’s letter. Every day I awoke with a weight on my chest. I was starting to grind my teeth together and my jaw ached from it. I begged the sheriff to send me out on patrol with the other deputies, but he refused.

“There’s not much point in having them out marching around to train stations and hotels,” he said. “Von Matthesius doesn’t want to be seen. We’re not just going to stumble across him on the street. It’s a waste of their time and it would be a waste of yours, but we haven’t any other leads so I keep them at it.”

What he didn’t say was that he had to keep up the appearance of a vigorous investigation because he was being investigated himself. The patrols were nothing but a bit of theater and a way to stall for time.

I wouldn’t have known that the inquest had begun, except that I happened to walk past the sheriff’s office one afternoon in the middle of November and heard a familiar voice. It was John Ward, the attorney who had, for a short time, represented Henry Kaufman when he threatened us a year ago. The door was slightly ajar, but I didn’t dare get too close once I understood what they were discussing.

“The justices in this county don’t know the law! I’ve seen you go around and instruct them as to their own duties,” Mr. Ward was saying. “It’s no wonder they’ve no idea what to do with you. Why, you could just tell them that no such law exists, and then sit back and wait ten or twenty years while they try to look it up for themselves. You’ll be retired before they get around to bringing charges against you.”

“The county prosecutor has put the matter before them quite plainly,” Sheriff Heath said. “It’s apparent to me—and to Mrs. Heath—that they have their sights on putting me in jail. It’s been three weeks and they’re ready to start the inquest. I’m going to need you in the courtroom with me every day, and that’s not all. My bondsmen want to know how I intend to hold on to this office and it’s time to give them an answer. You and I will sit down with them tomorrow.”

“I’d still like to speak to the guard who let this von Matthesius slip out,” Mr. Ward said. “If we could make a complaint of drunkenness against him or find evidence that a bribe was paid, we might have—”

Cordelia’s voice interrupted. “My husband is protecting one particular individual in his employ at the expense of his family’s safety and reputation, not to mention his own personal liberty. I believe that it would be quite possible to put up a good defense on the grounds that the guard was ill-equipped and incompetent.”

“Well, that describes half the prison guards in New Jersey,” John Ward said. “We need something more uncommon than shiftlessness.”

“What about—”

Now it was Sheriff Heath’s turn to interrupt his wife. “I won’t allow it. The sheriff has full charge of the jail and its inmates. Whatever happens is my responsibility. I won’t put it off on a guard. I’ve heard what you have to say on the matter, Cordelia, and I’ve made my decision.”

But Cordelia wouldn’t be quieted. “How do you think it’s going to look when they find out that the ladies’ matron was put on guard duty, for which she was naturally incapable? If you can’t show good judgment about a simple matter of posting a guard, you’ll never be elected to another office in this county.”

“Did you say—” Mr. Ward put in, but the sheriff ignored him.

“The ladies’ matron has been the only one to make an arrest in this case,” he said quietly, “making her far more competent than anyone else in my employ, and you would know that if you would just listen to the facts.”

“I know all I need to know,” she said. “You’ve stood by her and the rest of us be damned. I won’t tolerate the idea of a husband of mine going so willingly to a jail cell over that woman.”

There was a scuffling of chairs. Cordelia was about to run out of the room. I backed down the hall as she yelled, “I hope she’s—” and the last word was lost as she slammed the door and ran back to the sheriff’s apartment, little sobs burbling out of her throat as she went.

Around the corner, out of sight, I leaned against the wall and slid down to the floor, my knees against my chin. The corridor smelled of ammonia and camphor from the soft soap we used to wash the floors. Behind it was the lingering odor of sassafras that reminded me of candy stores. We used it in the summer to cover the stench of a poorly ventilated prison, but the scent hung around all year, faintly green and now intimately familiar to me. If I lost my job, I would even miss that smell.

Surely there was nothing special about the way Sheriff Heath was defending me. He would do the same for any of his men, no matter the consequences. He had a way of championing a noble cause even when it worked against him. I’d seen him do it when he argued for a jail physician, and when he had to defend the cost of a gold tooth for an inmate whose gums were so rotten that ordinary rubber teeth wouldn’t hold. He insisted on uniforms for prisoners when he saw how shabby their clothes were, and started holding church services on Sunday and organizing a jail library. All of it required a fight with the Board of Freeholders, and he took up those fights eagerly, with little regard for gossip and newspapers. This was no different.

But Cordelia didn’t see it that way. She was too terrified to think straight. The poor woman probably got a case of nerves the day she moved into the jail and never shook it off. She had no neighbors, nor friends that I knew about, and I’d never seen her husband show her much sympathy. With no one in her corner, it had all become too much for her.

I knew what she would do behind that door. As long as her husband stayed away—and he would, after that performance—she’d crawl into a closet like Aunt Adele did and take to her bottle.

She’d like nothing more than to see me disappear. For just a minute I considered it. I could have left and never returned. But that wouldn’t make up for what I’d done. Nothing would, but bringing von Matthesius back.

 

THE INQUEST WENT FORWARD, but I knew little about it. Sheriff Heath persuaded a judge to hold the proceedings behind closed doors so that the newspapers couldn’t print anything that might endanger our search for von Matthesius. He was at the courthouse most days, for a few hours at least, but never spoke about it.

I kept myself busy at the jail. Martha Hicks had served her time and been released. She made a teary and wide-eyed promise to me that she would not resume her thieving ways. I had my doubts—she’d been running a long-standing and profitable scheme wherein she stole hosiery and sold it in her sister’s dress shop—but I wished her well. Ida Higgins had also been turned loose after the man confessed to setting the fire and her testimony against him was no longer required.

A new girl, Frieda Burkel, had been arrested for assaulting a visitor to her home, but it looked like the charges were to be reversed and the visitor charged with assaulting her. Apparently a former beau walked right into her house without knocking and tried to kiss her after three years away in the navy. She broke a milk bottle over his head, having failed to recognize him or to remember that he had been her beau. The man stumbled and pulled her to the ground with him. When the police arrived, they were covered in the blood issuing forth from his fairly shallow and harmless head wound. Still, they’d both been delivered to us. I worked on getting her released on the grounds that a virtuous woman was practically obligated to break something over a man’s head if he came in uninvited and stole a kiss.

It seemed to me that the police were getting more eager to arrest young girls now that they knew the jail had a matron. They hadn’t any idea what to do with wayward females, but we couldn’t do much for them, either. We were an institution of correction, not a charity house. Once we had von Matthesius in hand again, I would speak to the sheriff about it.

Calls kept coming in from police officers on the lookout for our fugitive. We wasted a great deal of time running to and from New York to have a look. An officer on street patrol said he spotted him in Long Island but couldn’t catch him. We spent a full day canvassing the street where he’d been seen, but turned up empty. A report came in from Brooklyn that someone matching von Matthesius’s description had been going in and out of an apartment building. The police kept the building under watch for two days and then, despairing of ever finding him again, decided to just round up every man of his age and general build in the vicinity. We rushed to the station to have a look at them, but none were von Matthesius.

After nearly two weeks of this, an Officer Weisenreider telephoned from the East Twenty-Second Street station to say that he had our man and we needed only to come and get him. It was after midnight when he called, but the sheriff and I rode out together, each of us agreeing that we wouldn’t be able to sleep until we had him in hand. When we arrived we were presented with a Polish man of about seventy-five who spoke no English but, for reasons we never understood, nodded vigorously every time someone said the name von Matthesius to him. A translator had to be called in to make sure he didn’t know anything about our fugitive or his relatives. He did not.

“Are you sure you don’t want him?” the officer asked, as if an elderly Polish man might be of some use to us.

“That’s generous, but no,” the sheriff said. We rode back to Hackensack in disappointed silence.

Finally, one morning around the first of December, the postmaster appeared unannounced at the jail. Sheriff Heath called me down to his office so we could both hear what he had to say.

Mr. Fulton was waiting in front of the fireplace, bouncing on the balls of his feet with the air of the cat who had swallowed the canary. Sheriff Heath came down the hall from his living quarters, looking grimmer than I’d ever seen him. I didn’t dare ask what was bothering him.

As soon as the sheriff was settled behind his desk, Mr. Fulton said, “The New York police keep a man assigned to the general delivery window as a matter of practice. On any day of the week, they have a list of a dozen or so fugitives and con men who might be expecting a letter. What a city, eh?”

“It is quite a city,” the sheriff said wearily.

“Well, the way it works,” Mr. Fulton continued, obviously enjoying himself, “is that the police put an officer in view of the postal clerks at the window. They’ve rigged up a hand signal to let the officer know if any suspicious letter is being claimed. And today, someone came in for your letter!”

He clasped his hands together in satisfaction. We waited in silence for the rest. When it didn’t come, I said, “You mustn’t leave us in suspense, Mr. Fulton. Has our man been arrested?”

“What? Oh, no. That’s what I came to tell you. He sent a messenger to get the letter. He knew better than to turn up himself. The officer chased the messenger across the street and into a subway station, but would you believe the train doors closed just as he was about to leap into the car and nab him?”

Sheriff Heath sighed and shut his eyes against the image. “I do believe it.” He spoke in a distracted manner that was entirely unlike him, and I wondered what could have been disturbing him more than the matter at hand.

“The officer wouldn’t really have grabbed him on the street like that, would he?” I asked. “Surely he intended to follow the messenger and find out where he was taking the letter. He could have gone straight to von Matthesius.”

“Oh!” said Mr. Fulton, even more delighted with this version of the story. “I suppose you’re right.”

“Did the messenger know he was being chased, or did he just happen to slip into the subway station ahead of the police officer?” I asked.

“I didn’t think to ask,” Mr. Fulton said, a note of wonder in his voice at all the possibilities. “I only just heard from the postmaster in New York and rushed right over. Here, I have the name of the officer. You can speak to him yourself.”

He handed the sheriff a slip of paper. Sheriff Heath stared blankly at it for a minute. His head seemed to clear and he said, “When did this happen?”

“About half an hour ago.”

“I wish you’d just telephoned. We should have had someone at the church with Reverend Weber by now.”

Mr. Fulton’s mouth dropped open. “Sheriff, it took no more than—”

Sheriff Heath held up a hand to silence him and turned to me. “Bring Deputy English down. We’ll put him at the church. The letter promised money, so we have to hope someone will turn up to collect it. “

“Couldn’t I go?” I asked.

“No.”

“But—”

He jumped to his feet and said sharply, “Miss Kopp. I thought we agreed that you’d stay here and do your job.”

“But he’s my—”

“It’s December, and I’ll have him waiting outside on a twelve-hour shift. It’s guaranteed to be cold, damp, and pointless.”

“That’s fine. I don’t mind.”

“You will mind, once you’ve been there all day,” Sheriff Heath snapped. Mr. Fulton shrank back into a corner, shocked. “He’s been on the run for six weeks and we all want him caught. That doesn’t mean we all have to wait in the bushes in the freezing cold for a messenger who might not come for days, if he shows at all. He must know it’s a trick. Go and get English.”

When I didn’t move, he said, with his eyes down and his hands knotted together, “Please do not be insensible to the fact that I am answering some rather difficult questions at the courthouse right now. English is the man for this job.”

I didn’t have to guess at his meaning. This was too important a post to assign to me. I ran out of the room, my face burning. When I found Deputy English, I could barely get the words out.

At some point in the middle of the afternoon Sheriff Heath left suddenly, telling no one where he was going. A few minutes later I knew at last what had been worrying him. From the fifth-floor window I saw Cordelia Heath and the children leave the residence and walk over to the courthouse, where they stood with suitcases and hatboxes until an auto came to the curb and took them all away.
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IF I’D BEEN TOLD, only a month or two earlier, that I would be responsible for an escaped prisoner, criminal charges being filed against the sheriff, the dissolution of his marriage, and several guards and deputies at risk of losing their places, I might never have left the house again. In one careless moment I had set into motion a carnival of disasters, each more spectacular than the last.

I couldn’t bear it. I wondered how any of our inmates managed the weight of their own regrets. Some of them regretted nothing, or claimed not to, but surely a few of them sat in their cells and let their misdeeds gnaw away at them as mine did.

But unlike our inmates, I was free and at liberty to do something about my troubles. All day I paced and fretted over that letter. Sheriff Heath had put his worst man on the case and seemed not to know it. I’d had misgivings about English all along, and not just because of his treatment of me. He was arrogant and careless and dismissive of the sheriff’s ideas. I didn’t trust him to do the job, and I knew that if the messenger got away, we wouldn’t have another chance. The fact that I had already failed at guard duty—catastrophically so—didn’t enter into my way of thinking about it. If there was a man to be caught, I would catch him. I had no doubt of it.

I also knew that if I’d done as Sheriff Heath asked and stayed in my place, I never would have captured Felix. It occurred to me that listening to Sheriff Heath might not be the way to capture this man.

That night, after supper and lights-out, I told the guards I was going home. Instead I marched right through downtown and over to Reverend Weber’s church. I found Deputy English crouching between two overgrown shrubs behind the rectory. When he saw me he jumped and raised a finger to his lips.

“I’m taking your place,” I whispered.

Deputy English squinted at me, his face nothing but a long dark shadow. “You couldn’t possibly. Go on away from here before you frighten the messenger boy.”

I looked around and saw no other place to hide. He’d taken the only available shrub. How was I to make him leave? I said the only thing that came to me.

“Sheriff Heath sent me to take the night shift. You’re to go home.”

“You’re lying.”

I was lying, but I took offense at the accusation anyway. “I’m to relieve you, and if you won’t let me, I’ll have no choice but to go back to the jail and return with the sheriff, who has better things to do than explain his decisions to you.”

In the dark I could make out a row of white teeth. Deputy English had a mean-spirited grin that was always more of a threat than a smile.

“Even Sheriff Heath isn’t so boneheaded as to put you in charge of this. Someone might have to make an arrest tonight. Are you expecting the old minister to do it?”

“Have you forgotten that I made the only arrest in this case?” I showed him the revolver in my pocket and the handcuffs looped to my skirt, just under my coat.

The deputy snorted and leaned around the corner of the rectory to get a look at the street. Finally he emerged from behind the shrub, brushing away leaves and spider webs, and stood right in front of me, toe to toe, so close that his nose nearly touched mine. His face brought to mind some small rodent I disliked: a hard-toothed beaver or a greedy little squirrel.

“I don’t know why the sheriff hired you, and I don’t know why he kept you on after you let an inmate walk right out of the hospital. But plenty of us have ideas about it.”

I held my breath. I wasn’t about to answer to that kind of accusation. I’d never stood so still.

“So you can stay here and wait for the messenger, Miss Kopp. The sheriff sent me in a motor car, but there’s no reason to leave that for you, is there?”

He knew I couldn’t drive. I’d assumed the messenger would arrive by train, but with a sinking feeling it came to me that he could, of course, come in an auto, and I’d have no way of following him.

“And I’ll stop in at the jail on my way home to let the sheriff know how good it was of him to send a replacement for the night. How does that sound?”

That didn’t sound very good to me. It wouldn’t take English any time at all to get back to the jail. Sheriff Heath could be here within the hour. I’d let myself be propelled by rage and frustration and hadn’t thought about what would happen if the sheriff found out I was here before the messenger arrived. But I saw nothing to do but stand my ground.

“Go and tell him. It doesn’t matter.”

He paused for just a second longer, so close that I could feel his breath on me, and then he turned abruptly and walked away, his hands in his pockets, whistling a little melody. A few minutes later I heard his engine fire and rumble down the street.

I stood listening to a train whistle off in the distance, and to the shuffling of leaves in the trees in the little graveyard behind the church. After just a few minutes my fingers were numb and I was fighting the urge to stamp my feet against the cold. In the solitary dark my sense of outrage dissipated and I wondered if Sheriff Heath had been right. This siege could go on for days. How long did I think I’d last?

I couldn’t stay outside all night, I knew that. I tapped quietly on the rectory door and Reverend Weber opened it just wide enough to look at me.

“I’ll be inside the church,” I said. “Is there a door to the rectory in there?”

He nodded.

“Keep it unlocked.”

He twisted himself around to meet my eyes. His arm wobbled atop his cane in such a way that his whole body shook. “Gute Nacht,” he said, his voice raspy and faint, and closed the door gently in my face.

The poor man had agreed only to write a letter. He never agreed to this.

Inside the church, I pulled a chair over to the rectory door. I opened it to check that it was unlocked and peeked through a small passageway to the sitting room where the reverend sat alone. Then I removed my hat so I could lean against the wall and listen for any sound on the other side of the door. After a few minutes I opened it just once more and reminded the reverend to speak clearly, but not so loudly that it would raise suspicion. He waved his hand at me, wearily.

Over the next few hours there was no sound but the faint tick of my watch and the sighs and moans issuing forth from the old man as he shifted in his chair on the other side of the door and tried to stay awake. He kept a light on. I heard him shuffling the pages of a newspaper. Outside, the branches of an elm tree creaked when the wind picked up. Twice I heard a man whistle as he walked by. To keep myself alert I paced the length of the church and stood at the high and narrow window looking out at the darkened neighborhood. The warm lights in the houses grew dim one after another, the neighbors either falling into untroubled sleep, or sitting up with their predicaments as I was.

Deputy English would have spoken to Sheriff Heath by now. I sat in the dark and looked down the long empty rows of pews and wondered at my own arrogance. The sheriff was fond of saying that Cordelia hadn’t been elected to any public office and had no say in the running of his department. The same was true of me. I had no right to send his deputy away. English could have stood his ground, but he couldn’t resist leaving me here, where I wasn’t supposed to be, and going to tell Sheriff Heath what I’d done. At least I knew that I’d been right about him. He didn’t care about catching von Matthesius and was too easily persuaded to abandon his post.

Still the sheriff didn’t come. He might have gone after Cordelia. He could have been standing on her mother’s porch, begging her to come home. There was nothing for me to do but to wonder about it, and to sit like a condemned woman awaiting my fate.

It was nearly midnight when I heard the scrape of the church door and jumped to my feet. Sheriff Heath walked noiselessly up to me, took me roughly by the elbow, and pulled me through the pews to the other side of the room, as far from the rectory door as we could be.

“I won’t tolerate this.” He wouldn’t even look at me.

“He was my prisoner. I should be the one to bring him in.” I said it even though I no longer quite believed it myself.

“Damnit! You don’t even figure into it.” His eyes were fixed on some point over my shoulder. When he did look at me, it was the blank stare of a stranger. “My wife is at her mother’s over this. I’ve got a lawyer trying to keep me out of jail.”

He did blame me. Of course he did. I had the sensation of falling to the floor, but somehow I was still standing, frozen, mute.

“Bergen County won’t see another lady deputy for years because of this mess. And they probably won’t see a Democratic sheriff again, either. Try to think about someone other than yourself, Miss Kopp. And don’t ever tell one of my deputies what to do.”

He would have sent me home at that moment—or he would have tried—but through the rectory door we heard the reverend call out.

“I’m coming!” the old man shouted, in exactly the sort of desperate and overly loud voice I’d warned him against. We both rushed to the door to listen.

I caught a glimpse of a dark figure through the window. From his shape I could tell it wasn’t von Matthesius. He was shorter, and rounder, and he had the voice of a Brooklyn-born boy.

“You got a package for me?” he said when the reverend opened the door.

“Yes, please come in.” He persisted in using a booming, theatrical voice, which must have been the way he delivered his sermons. I cringed and held my breath. Sheriff Heath had his hand on the door. “Are you a friend of Dr. von Matthesius?”

“Sure,” the boy said.

“And your name is?”

“The messenger boy.”

“I didn’t catch that.” The reverend’s voice floated even higher.

Something was knocked over or kicked around and the boy said, “Where is it?”

“What’s that?” Reverend Weber hollered.

“The package! The envelope. The bag. Whatever you have. Go and get it.”

The reverend mumbled his answer and shuffled around the room. Something slid across the floor and there came the sound of a club striking the wall.

“Why’d you do that?” the reverend said.

“To get you moving! You’re the one who sent for me. Now, where the devil is the money?”

I had the uncomfortable impression that the reverend was stalling on my account. He was supposed to hand the envelope over and let the man go. Keeping him there was of no help to us. The sheriff pulled his revolver and held it down at his side. I did the same.

“Why, it’s just a small envelope and I thought I put it right here, but let me look, Mr.—what did you say your name was?”

Now the club landed somewhere else and something—a lamp, a mirror—shattered. If the reverend didn’t stop this nonsense, we’d have to run in and ruin the whole operation.

“Here you are! Here you are! Now just go!” There were tears behind his voice.

The club thundered again and then came the sound I’d been dreading: a strong and solid fist landing a punch on the old man. He must have fallen and knocked over a chair, because there was a clatter and a moan, and the boy ran out the door and down the street.

“Stay with him,” Sheriff Heath told me, and went in chase of the messenger. It took everything in me not to run after him.

Inside the rectory, the reverend was in a heap on the floor and bleeding from a cut on his forehead, but he was alive and already struggling to stand. I pressed my handkerchief against his head and helped him into a chair.

“Gehen Sie!” It meant, “Go on!”

I told him I had to stay with him. He waved me out.

The door stood open, a gaping black hole that led away from the church, away from Hackensack, away to wherever von Matthesius was hiding. A wind picked up and rattled the door a little, and a few orange leaves flew inside.

It was impossible to resist. I slammed the door behind me and ran down the street after Sheriff Heath.
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THE BOY WAS BOARDING a train for New York by the time I stumbled, wheezing and red-faced, into the station. Sheriff Heath stood in the doorway to the ticket office with his back to me, talking in a low voice to the station agent, the two of them framed in the orange light of a single lantern. The messenger seemed not to have noticed him. I stayed out of the way and watched the sheriff step into the car after the boy had boarded.

When the whistle sounded I climbed to the platform and hopped aboard the following car just before the train started to move. There were only a few sleepy travelers on board. If I stood at the front, I could just see through the window into the car beyond, where Sheriff Heath and the messenger had their backs turned. In this way I watched the two of them, unnoticed, as the train rattled into the city.

In New York I got off behind them and trailed them out of the station and onto Seventh Avenue. Even at this late hour there were people about, and hacks looking for fares, and porters carrying trunks. The weak light of a few lampposts was all we had to see by. It would be easy to lose the boy. There were plenty more like him, solitary figures in dark coats rushing away from the station.

When I came up alongside Sheriff Heath, he didn’t turn to look at me but spoke quietly, out of the side of his mouth. “Deputies generally do what the sheriff tells them, or they find themselves in another line of work.”

“If I can’t catch him, I don’t deserve any line of work.”

He snorted at that and broke into a run to keep up with the boy. I matched his pace. We slowed when we were about half a block behind him.

“If you’d like to try following a sheriff’s orders just once,” he said under the cover of a sudden clatter of horses’ hooves as several old wagons rolled past us, “then you may go back to the station, and send a police officer to help me. I could have used English, if you hadn’t sent him away.”

Before I could answer, the boy paused to look into a shop window and we skidded to a stop ourselves. I realized with a start that it was soon to be Christmas. Each window down the block showed a winter scene: a fairy-tale castle nestled in a cloud of cotton batting, miniature carolers carved of wood and holding out wrapped presents instead of songbooks, and a little porcelain doll sitting in front of a fire clutching a kitten with a bow around its neck.

Sheriff Heath was panting in the thin winter air. There was something frantic about the way he was adjusting his hat, fidgeting with his pockets, fingering the button beneath his collar. He turned to speak, undoubtedly about to order me away again, but the boy started walking and we had to hurry to catch up.

He took the most indirect and meandering route through the city he could’ve possibly contrived, sticking to narrow streets where the shops had all been shuttered for hours, where wide faceless buildings held box factories and printing presses by day but looked entirely abandoned by night. He never again stopped or slowed down. More than once he crossed in the middle of an avenue without any regard for the drivers of motor cars and carriages who couldn’t see ten feet in front of them, forcing us to chase after him and risk our own limbs. It was too hurried a pace for conversation, but the sheriff kept trying to wave me away and I kept ignoring him. It was too late for me to abandon the chase. He needed me, not a New York officer who didn’t know what we were after.

The boy stopped again and bent down, perhaps to tie a shoe, and we backed up into a stack of crates outside a grocery.

The sheriff started again on his harangue but I said, “You wouldn’t go home. If you’d been the one who let him get away, you wouldn’t ever go home.”

He took his hat off and I thought for a minute he would smack me with it. But he slicked his hair back and shoved the hat down on his head and said, “I’d do what the sheriff told me to do. I was a deputy for four years, and do you think—”

Then the boy was off again, walking much faster this time, crossing Fifth Avenue and making his way into the slums on the East Side of town. There were young men huddled in tight knots on the corners, rubbing their hands together over the meager spark of an ashcan, and girls in moth-eaten coats shivering in doorways. The sidewalks were so uneven and riddled with broken and half-open cellar doors that I had to lift my skirts to see where I was stepping.

At last the boy stopped in a doorway down on Second Avenue and felt around in his pockets for a key. Sheriff Heath pulled me into the darkened window of a Polish bakery a few doors away. He kept me so close that I could feel his mustache against my ear. “It’s your fault if he runs. Catch him no matter what.”

“Of course,” I said, but he looked desperate and uncertain as he let go of me and ran noiselessly across the street.

The boy fumbled with his keys and finally pushed one into the lock. The sheriff stole up behind him, took hold of the door, and pushed in after him. I couldn’t see the boy’s reaction, but I heard a scuffle and crept closer.

Sheriff Heath mumbled something I couldn’t hear, and the boy yelled, and one of them hit the other. I ran up to the door, which had drifted closed but not caught, and opened it in time to see the sheriff pulling the boy’s hands behind his back and putting handcuffs on him. They were both on their knees in the narrow hallway. Sheriff Heath staggered to his feet and pulled the boy up with him.

The sheriff looked over at me and jerked his head for me to step inside and close the door. “Not a word,” he said to the boy in a low voice. “Just nod yes or no. Any sound and I’ll make it worse for you.”

The boy nodded. He was turned away from me. I had a feeling that Sheriff Heath didn’t want him to see me. Maybe the boy would be more frightened if he thought there were no witnesses.

He stood behind the boy, keeping hold of the handcuffs, and spoke quietly in his ear. “Is Dr. von Matthesius upstairs?”

The boy shook his head no.

“Has he been staying here?”

He nodded yes.

“Then who are we going to see? Just say it real quiet. Don’t wake anybody up.”

“Rudy Schilga.”

“Rudy? Rudolph?”

“I guess so.”

“Apartment?”

“What?” The boy tried to turn around again and Sheriff Heath gave him a little shove forward.

“What apartment? Where are we going?”

“Oh. 3R.”

With that they began to climb the stairs, the boy in front and the sheriff right behind him, still holding him by the cuffs. At the top of the first flight, the sheriff leaned down from the landing and waved me up. I climbed as quietly as I could and stayed out of sight.

On the third floor, they stopped in front of 3R. The boy didn’t say a word. He kept his head down and panted from the exertion of the climb.

“Key?” Sheriff Heath whispered.

“In my coat.”

The sheriff reached around and pulled it out of his pocket. He turned the key and pushed the boy inside.

I stepped in behind them and closed the door. The place was empty. It was an ordinary tenement flat, with a bathtub in the kitchen and two bare iron beds against the walls. There was a shelf holding cups and saucers and a battered tin pan. Apart from these few furnishings, there was no sign that anyone lived there. It smelled of dust and grime.

At the sound of the door closing, the boy turned sharply and jumped when he saw me. “Who is she?”

“Keep your voice down,” Sheriff Heath said. “This is Miss Kopp. What’s your name, son?”

“Reinhold Dietz.”

It was a German name I wouldn’t have any trouble remembering. Reinhold kept his eyes on me. He had a round, doughy face and blank, nickel-blue eyes. “I got followed, didn’t I?” he said, sounding resigned about it. “Rudy told me to watch for police, but he didn’t say nothing about a lady.”

Sheriff Heath yanked his handcuffs and turned him away from me. “What’s the plan, son?”

“Am I going to jail?”

The sheriff paused and looked down at him, taking in his navy coat with holes at the elbows, and a pair of old shoes that were starting to split at the soles and leak newspaper stuffing.

“That depends upon you.”

In the room next door a man succumbed to a tubercular coughing fit. His steps fell heavily across the floor and there was the sound of water being poured from a pitcher. We waited in silence until he settled down and then the sheriff said, “Reinhold, I’ll let you go the minute I get von Matthesius. When I put the cuffs on him, I’ll take them off you. It’ll be just like that.”

Reinhold kept his head down. “Rudy said if he wasn’t here to go meet the Baron at the ferry building.”

“What ferry?”

“East River. Twenty-Third Street.”

“When?”

Reinhold twisted his neck around, glancing first at me and then at the sheriff. “Now! I should be there by now.”

That was all the urging Sheriff Heath required. He told Reinhold again to be quiet and the three of us shuffled out of the apartment.

“Is anybody coming back here tonight?” the sheriff whispered on the stairs.

“Nobody’s lived here since they moved the Baron out. It’s just a meeting place.”

Outside, the sheriff looked back up at the building and over to me.

“I can stay here in case someone comes,” I said.

“Except you won’t stay.”

“I will if I say I will.”

“I see. But not if I tell you to. You only take orders from yourself.”

Reinhold Dietz looked back and forth between us like we were two parents arguing over a child.

“I can’t leave you on Second Avenue in the middle of the night,” he said.

“You left me in Hackensack.”

“At a church!” The sheriff shook his head and groaned. “Let’s get going. As long as we have Reinhold, we’ll get the Baron. Won’t we, son?”

Reinhold gave a discouraged moan but went along without a fight. This time we took a more direct route up to Twenty-Third Street and over to the ferry building. If it was unusual for a man and a woman to lead a boy along in handcuffs in the quiet hours after midnight, I wouldn’t have known it. No one who passed us gave us a second look.

The streets of New York’s East Side at that hour were far livelier than those of Hackensack or Paterson had ever been. There were lights on in every building—not all of them, but enough to let me know that for every dozen people asleep, there were one or two awake and doing whatever a body does at two o’clock in the morning. Silhouetted against one window was a woman walking a fretful baby, and in another a man leaned over a fire escape with his cigarette. Even some of the shops were occupied. I saw a boy pounding dough in the kind of nondescript bakery that turns out nothing but brown rolls and dark bread. At a laundry two women bent over sewing machines, each illuminated by a single gas lantern. At the corner of Nineteenth Street, two men appeared to be emptying the contents of an apartment onto the curb, and a horde of rag pickers had already found it and started to carry the mess away.

Reinhold panted noisily as we walked, with great puffs of steam coming from his mouth in the cold. The handcuffs seemed to throw him off balance and he kept stumbling against us. I thought about telling the sheriff that we should unchain him, but I knew that he was in no mood to make things comfortable for Reinhold, so we stomped along, heading east on Twenty-Third until the ferry building came into sight under the ruddy glow of the street lamps.

As we approached, Sheriff Heath said to Reinhold, “Does von Matthesius know you? Does he know what you look like?”

“He knows me.”

“Well, he knows us, too. Here’s what I’m going to do. I’ll find a nice comfortable bench and chain you to it. Miss Kopp and I will be nearby even if you don’t see us. If you call out any kind of warning to him, you’re coming back to Hackensack for a nice long stay in my jail. As soon as we get him, I let you go. Agreed?”

Reinhold coughed and nodded. “Suppose so.”

We stood across the street from the ferry building and Sheriff Heath looked it over. It was a long, low-slung building in the shape of an L, with wide bays for boarding carriages and motor cars. There were plenty of spaces to hide. We could have used five or six more men.

“Why does he meet you here? Where is he coming from?” Sheriff Heath asked.

“I don’t know. I never know.”

Sheriff Heath gave his handcuffs a little tug, the way you might pull a horse up short. “Where would you wait for him?”

Reinhold nodded toward a row of benches where the two sides of the building came together. “Over there, maybe.”

“That’s fine. Miss Kopp, go take a walk. See if he’s here. Try to stay in sight of us. After I get our friend settled, I’ll come find you.”

I ran off without a word. There was a walkway of wooden planks around the edge of the ferry building, and when the heel of my boot struck a loose board, the sound rang out like a gunshot. I dashed under a canvas awning near the ticket window, in a deep shadow, hoping that von Matthesius hadn’t spotted me.

But there was no sign of him, or any other man expecting a rendezvous. There were only the men hauling buckets of water out of the river and washing down the docks, coiling enormous ropes around their posts, and cinching gang-planks into place. A few of them looked up at me but didn’t say anything.

Across the way, Sheriff Heath had Reinhold on a bench and was kneeling in front of him, locking him to it. I saw him take Reinhold’s face in his hands and speak to him. Reinhold nodded vigorously and Sheriff Heath stepped away. The boy arranged himself so that it looked like he was just sitting casually and not chained to the bench.

The sheriff joined me at the far end of the building. “Nothing?”

“Just a few dock workers.”

“All right. I’ll go talk to them. You keep watch around this side. Stay in plain sight and do not lose sight of that boy. If von Matthesius does turn up, he’s likely to go straight for him.”

He disappeared behind the ferry building. I stayed at my post at the far end, where I had a clear view of Reinhold and would see if anyone approached him from the street side. It wasn’t until I was standing still that I began to feel the biting cold that blew in off the river. In spite of my gloves, the blood had drained from my fingers and I had to rub them together to get the feeling back. My feet were just as frozen but I didn’t dare stomp around and make too much noise. Behind me, along First Avenue, came a steady rumble of motor cars, and from farther away, across the whole of the island, there was the general din of horns squawking and engines misfiring and boilers hissing that made up the incessant, spectral roar of the city.

Reinhold Dietz sat perfectly still on the bench with his chin down against his chest. He might have fallen asleep, although I couldn’t tell from this distance. I worried about leaving him for too long in the cold. I paced back and forth simply as a matter of survival and couldn’t believe that Reinhold could tolerate sitting still for much longer in his thin coat.

Every few minutes I caught a glimpse of Sheriff Heath moving along the docks on the other side of the building. Men’s voices rose and fell, drifting around the way they do so close to the water.

Finally he emerged at the opposite end of the ferry building and stood out in a little pool of light cast by a lone street lamp. He raised his palms up to show that he’d found nothing and I did the same. Reinhold Dietz lifted his head long enough to look at each of us and dropped it again.

We both stayed at our posts a while longer, but no one approached except a few dockworkers coming and going. When the clock tower read three o’clock, the sheriff crossed the trolley tracks and sat down next to Reinhold. They spoke for a few minutes and then he released the boy from the bench, locked his arms once again behind his back, and the two of them walked over to me. Even in the darkness I could see that the boy’s face was red and puffy. He’d either been crying or he was frostbitten, or possibly both.

“We’re going back to the apartment,” the sheriff said. “Reinhold says that von Matthesius is never late. If he hasn’t shown by now, he isn’t going to. There’s no point in waiting around in the cold anymore.”

I hated to leave the only place our fugitive might be expected to turn up. “I’ll stay here,” I said. “You two go back.”

Sheriff Heath squinted at me. “Is that your punishment? You’re going to stand out all night in the cold?”

“Would that take care of it?”

He rolled his eyes. “There’s another meeting set up for tomorrow at the subway station. We’ll get him there. This way, Miss Kopp.” He had Reinhold Dietz by one elbow and took me by the other.

“Why don’t you call her deputy if she works for you?” Reinhold asked as we hurried back to the flat.

“Deputies follow the orders given to them by the sheriff. That is the sole purpose of a deputy. People who don’t follow the sheriff’s orders are more commonly referred to as . . .” He paused here as we navigated a tricky intersection along Twenty-Third, and Reinhold offered a suggestion.

“Outlaws?”

Sheriff Heath fought back a smile as he pulled us down the street. “Thank you, Mr. Dietz. Outlaw is exactly right.”
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WE SAT IN THE DARKENED APARTMENT, Sheriff Heath and Reinhold on one bed and me on the other. Sheriff Heath watched the boy uneasily. Reinhold didn’t seem clever enough to fabricate much of a lie, but we had every reason to wonder if we were being misled.

“Can’t you think of any other way to get word to him?” the sheriff asked.

Reinhold shook his head. “I only talk to Rudy. If Rudy has a job for me, he comes here or he leaves word at a restaurant over by Times Square.”

“Murray’s?”

Reinhold lifted his chin and looked Sheriff Heath in the eye, impressed. “How’d you find out about Murray’s?”

“She did.” Sheriff Heath jerked his head toward me.

“Her? Say, I didn’t know they had lady detectives.”

“It’s a new idea. I haven’t made up my mind about it myself.”

I didn’t like the way this conversation was going, so I said, “How does Rudy know von Matthesius?”

“Rudy? Rudy knows everybody. He used to run errands for a doctor uptown. What was his name—something about a rat?”

“Dr. Rathburn?” I put in.

“That sounds right. Dr. Rathburn wanted Rudy to find places for the Baron to hide. Rudy knows all kinds of places.”

“And Dr. Rathburn’s paying to keep the Baron hidden?” I asked.

Reinhold shrugged. “Somebody pays. They leave the money at Murray’s. Or they were for a while. Something went wrong. There hasn’t been any money for a few weeks.”

“What happened?” I asked, although I already knew.

“All of a sudden the doctor was just gone, and another fellow who used to leave money for Rudy stopped turning up too. Rudy’s been stuck with the Baron. We don’t know what to do with him. We were supposed to keep him hidden and move him every few days, but nobody’s paying us. It was Rudy’s idea to ask at the general delivery window.”

“Why didn’t the Baron just leave town?” the sheriff asked, trying to sound casual about it. “If I were running from the law, I’d get on a train.”

Reinhold leaned back against the wall and rolled his neck around. “The doctor said not to let him get too far. Said the Baron owed him money. He wanted to keep him close.”

“And Rudy has no idea where Dr. Rathburn went?” the sheriff asked.

Reinhold was slipping away. He slumped over to one side and mumbled, “Nobody tells me.”

We watched his eyes roll shut and his head drop. After a few minutes he commenced a quiet snore. There was nothing in the room to look at but each other and the broken plaster on the wall. I looked at the wall.

After a long stretch of each of us studying the cracks above the other’s head, Sheriff Heath said, “I might have suggested it was selfish of you to go after von Matthesius on your own. I didn’t mean to put it that way.”

“Of course you did. And it was.”

“You felt a sense of duty and you acted upon it. I wish more of my deputies would.”

I unpinned my hat and sat it down next to me. “It doesn’t matter why I did anything. I’ve made a mess of your affairs and all you ever did was to try to help me.”

“I wasn’t interested in trying to help you, Miss Kopp. I hired you to do a job.”

“And look at what happened.”

Reinhold gave an enormous snort and we feared we’d awakened him, but he settled back into a dull snore.

“It’s been difficult for you, too,” he said.

“Don’t bother yourself about me,” I said, stifling a yawn. “You have your family to think about. Go and buy some roses for Mrs. Heath and persuade her to come home.”

“Mrs. Heath will be back tomorrow,” he said. “Her father will tell her she never should have married me, and her mother will tell her she has a duty to her husband, and she’ll be so tired of it that she’ll come back just to get away from them.”

“You should ask her to come home,” I said. “A wife wants to be asked back.”

“I don’t have to. She knows where she lives.”

It wasn’t my place to lecture him about Cordelia, so I didn’t.

“Get some sleep while you can,” he said.

“I’m not going to sleep on the job.” But I unlaced my boots and tucked my feet under my coat. It was almost as cold inside the apartment as it had been outside. There was a rusted iron radiator under the window, but it served no purpose other than to attract soot.

“You sleep on the job almost every night,” Sheriff Heath said. “You’re there so much we should charge you rent. Most people want to leave their jobs in the evening.”

In the darkness I couldn’t see his eyes, just the two shadows across them. We faced each other over a long silence.

“I don’t want to leave my job.”

The next time I looked up, the meager light of early morning had crept into the room. Reinhold Dietz was still asleep, having fallen over to one side, his feet still on the floor. Sheriff Heath was looking straight ahead with the impassive air of a lawman who was accustomed to waiting alone for long stretches of time.

I sat up quickly, my hair down in my face and my skirt tangled around my knees. Reinhold heard me shifting around and he yawned and tried to stretch, but was hindered by his handcuffs. He pushed himself up and looked around the room, blinking at us in surprise.

“I must have dreamt it,” he said. “I dreamt you let me go.”

“I let you go to sleep,” the sheriff offered.

He bent his neck from side to side, groaning. “Did you tie me in a knot first?”

“You’ll be all right.” The sheriff stood and shook out his coat. “It just so happens that witnesses in the custody of the sheriff are entitled to a decent breakfast. Get yourselves washed up, both of you, and we’ll go.”

There was a water closet in the hall. Sheriff Heath took Reinhold there while I washed my face in the rusty water from the bathtub. When we were as clean as we could make ourselves, we stepped out into the cold and quiet street at the one hour when it was truly empty, when even the pickpockets were asleep. The street lamps were still lit, faintly amber in the bluish light around dawn. Not a single shop was open.

Sheriff Heath allowed Reinhold to walk with his hands cuffed in front of him, concealed in the folds of his coat. He kept hold of the boy’s elbow on one side and I took the other. We must have looked like an odd trio, this boy who was just a little younger than Fleurette walking arm in arm with a woman of thirty-six and a man of about the same age. We could have been mistaken for his parents, if only he resembled either one of us.

It was just before seven in the morning. Von Matthesius was expected at the Borough Hall subway station at ten. I was eager to get there and didn’t want to linger over breakfast. Reinhold, however, claimed to be faint from hunger and the sheriff insisted that we stop.

Near Astor Place was a lunchroom that opened early to feed truckmen and hack drivers. We took our seats at the counter and were quickly furnished with eggs and rolls. Reinhold asked for corned beef hash and the sheriff indulged him and even ordered a corned beef sandwich to be wrapped up and put in his pocket. As we blew on our coffee, Reinhold looked back and forth between us.

“Do you always take a lady along to chase after people?” he asked the sheriff. “Wouldn’t you rather have another fellow? What if I’d been hard to catch?”

“Oh, you don’t want Miss Kopp chasing after you,” Sheriff Heath said. “She nearly choked a man in Times Square recently.”

“He deserved it,” I said.

Reinhold sopped up the rest of his hash with a roll and chewed it thoughtfully, looking me over. “Doesn’t your husband want you home at night?”

“I haven’t got one,” I said, “and I can’t imagine a husband who would approve of overnight trips to East Side flats with the two of you.”

“Then you won’t ever marry, or else you’d have to give this up.”

I drank the last of my coffee and said, “I might be giving it up anyway, depending on how the day goes.”

“The sheriff must not be married either,” he said as Sheriff Heath paid the bill and led us out into a bright, windy morning, “because I know a wife wouldn’t stand for the two of you running around together all night.”

“That’s enough, Mr. Dietz,” the sheriff said, pushing him against the wall of the lunchroom to handcuff him again.

“Ow!” the boy cried. The sheriff might have been a little rough.

“He didn’t mean anything by it,” I muttered as we turned toward the subway station.

“Course he did,” the sheriff said, without looking at me. He bought two newspapers and we took them on the train.

“Don’t I get a paper?” Reinhold asked.

“It’s just something to hide behind if we need it.” The sheriff passed a paper to me and rattled his to signal that he didn’t want to be disturbed. Reinhold looked around, restless as a little boy, and rubbed his wrists against his knees.

“Couldn’t you take these off while we’re on the train?” he said with a child’s whine in his voice. “You know I’m not going anywhere.”

“I don’t know anything about you, Reinhold,” the sheriff said mildly, not looking up from his newspaper. “You fell asleep during our interrogation last night. I didn’t find out anything I wanted to know.”

“That was an interrogation?” He tried to maneuver the sandwich out of his pocket. “I thought you and me were just talking.”

“I’ll give you a little advice, son. When a sheriff’s asking you questions, you’re never just talking.”

I pretended to study my newspaper, but there was nothing on my mind but my fugitive. The train swayed and shook on its tracks, and when we went under the river the pressure in my ears was so fierce that I couldn’t hear anything for a minute. I felt like I was in a trance, the world suddenly hushed, this enormous piece of machinery carrying men in their good suits and women in their fur collars alongside the three of us, three people who’d slept in our street clothes and waited all night for another chance at catching our man.

I became suddenly aware that I had no idea what we’d do if von Matthesius wasn’t there. I bent down to Reinhold and said quietly, “Where’s tomorrow’s meeting place?”

Sheriff Heath glanced at me over Reinhold’s bowed head. I could tell he already knew the answer.

“Nobody’s told me nothing about tomorrow,” the boy mumbled. “This is the end of the line.”
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THE TRAIN LURCHED into the Borough Hall station. Sheriff Heath took Reinhold’s arm and I followed them onto the platform. Before we went up the stairs, he pulled me aside but kept Reinhold as far away as possible without letting go of him. He spoke right into my ear in a low voice.

“Reinhold doesn’t know which entrance von Matthesius prefers. We’ve got plenty of time, so let’s walk around the station and decide which one we’ll each take. I’m going to keep Reinhold with me. If you spot von Matthesius first, you’re just going to have to chase him down. I don’t want you pulling out your revolver with all of these people around.”

I nodded. “Couldn’t we call in the police and have a few officers nearby?”

“Not now. I’m afraid they’ll scare him off. He’s probably already suspicious about Reinhold not making the meeting last night. Besides, the police won’t recognize him like we will and I don’t want them grabbing the wrong man. You and I are going to have to do this ourselves.”

We climbed the stairs and emerged into the frigid wind that had whipped up in front of Borough Hall. A steady stream of black motor cars raced past on Court Street. We were just a few blocks from Atlantic Avenue, in that part of Brooklyn where the streets made unexpected turns and dissolved into a mess of oddly arranged intersections and sidewalks that didn’t lead where you expected them to. All three of us stood for a minute and tried to get our bearings.

“Oh!” I said, once I’d picked out a few landmarks around me. “I used to take dancing lessons around the corner.”

“Dancing! You?” Reinhold Dietz said in surprise, earning him a sharp poke in the back from Sheriff Heath.

“Everyone took dancing,” I said. “It was just down Court, on the other side of Atlantic. My uncle worked there. He played the piano.” I hadn’t had much reason to be in Brooklyn since I was a girl. It was a strange feeling to be standing on a street I’d passed almost every day twenty years ago. What would that girl think if she could see me?

There were two entrances to the station in front of Borough Hall, one facing Court and the other Boerum. The sheriff took us over to the other entrance, and from there we circled the block to make sure we weren’t missing another way out.

We had to be standing on the busiest street corner in Brooklyn. The trolley rattled in its tracks, mothers walked small herds of children to school, and peddlers pushed their carts of apples, hot buns, and the best of whatever they’d picked up on the street the night before—battered pots and pans, strips of fabric, dirty glass bottles and jars, and fat tallow candles, all half-burned. A girl of about eleven pulled a wagon filled with potted red geraniums. From some window high above us, a child dutifully practiced at the organ. There were bells clanging and engines growling and the chatter of a thousand people all around us, in every direction, block after block. At home in Wyckoff we could see straight to the horizon without a single person in our line of vision, but here there was no horizon, just more of Brooklyn, and more beyond that, until it dropped straight off into the water.

Somehow, in the middle of all of it, we were to find and capture a fugitive.

“All right,” the sheriff said when we’d circled the block and come back to where we’d started. “We’ll stay here on the Court Street side, and you go to the other entrance. Don’t cross the street, but keep your eye on the corner and look around the side of Borough Hall as well. We don’t know whether he’ll be coming in or out of the station, so just stay close. Mr. Dietz doesn’t seem to think he’ll be early. Roam around for a while so you don’t attract too much attention, but by nine-thirty you should be at your post and stay there.”

Reinhold was fidgeting in his cuffs. “Say, Sheriff, they’re a little tight this morning. Couldn’t you just loosen them?”

“Not now, son,” the sheriff said. He took me by the arm and leaned closer so Reinhold couldn’t hear. “Are you ready for this?”

In truth, my heart was racing, a vein in my forehead was pounding, and I was sweating under my collar in spite of the cold. I might have been starting to see spots. A woman who faints would have gone looking for a bench right about then.

But I wasn’t the type to faint. “I’m the one who took Felix, remember? We’ll get him.”

He held my elbow for just a second longer and looked closely at me.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Be careful,” he said, although he couldn’t possibly have meant it. We didn’t catch crooks by being careful.

“I certainly will not.” Reinhold heard that and smiled.

“You’ll be free before lunch,” I told the boy, and went to stand at my post.

No hour ever passed so slowly. I would’ve never guessed that a life in law enforcement was mostly spent waiting, that catching criminals requires not just clever thinking and a quick step, but a willingness to stand still while the rest of the world moves about, and that what was required was not strength or grit but the ability to get into place and stay there, and to ignore the desperate rising certainty that something more urgent might be happening, somewhere, and that if only one could leave one’s post and tear down the street in pursuit, some kind of prey would surely leap up and allow itself to be caught.

For an hour I had to fight the urge to grab hold of something, to wrestle anyone down to the ground. A policeman at his post could be a very dangerous creature. If I’d so much as seen a pickpocket lifting a handkerchief, I would’ve torn him apart. So far the criminals were leaving this block of Brooklyn alone. It was well for them that they did.

Sheriff Heath asked me to move around, so I shifted my position from the top of the stairs at the entrance to the subway, to the hack stand at the corner, to the doorway of a little printing shop that seemed mostly to print announcements and proclamations issued by Borough Hall. If I stood at a particular point near the hack stand, and if Sheriff Heath happened to be walking toward Court Street at the same time, I could see him pacing as well, his hand on Reinhold’s elbow.

I wondered what they talked about in their hour together. Sheriff Heath would undoubtedly be attempting to set the boy straight and convince him to stay away from Rudy and to take a legitimate job or enroll in some kind of course. He would have admonished him for hitting Reverend Weber. Whenever I had a glimpse of Reinhold, his head was down and he was nodding slightly as if he was listening. I had my doubts as to whether an hour-long sermon from the sheriff of Bergen County would turn his life around.

At last the hands of my watch reached nine-thirty and I took my post at the top of the stairs. Every man, woman, and child who walked in and out of the station got my full scrutiny, as did everyone passing by on the sidewalk and anyone I could see getting in or out of a motor car. I reminded myself that von Matthesius would have made himself as unremarkable as he possibly could. He would wear an ordinary suit and a plain hat. He would make himself hard to spot.

It wasn’t easy to watch every face. Men had the maddening habit of walking in groups of three or four, clustering together and hiding behind one another so that I couldn’t get a good look at each of them. They wrapped scarves around their necks. They pulled their hats down over their heads. They looked away at exactly the wrong moment.

Half a dozen looked enough like von Matthesius to make me want to run over and knock them to the ground. Every time, I saw that I had the wrong man only a moment before I jumped.

Then I turned and saw him coming up from the dark, climbing the stairs out of the station, in a gray overcoat too big for him and a hat down over his eyes.

I’d been picturing that man’s face every day for six weeks and I knew it in an instant. As soon as he stepped foot on the pavement I slipped in behind him, twisting one of his arms behind his back and kicking the back of his knee to throw him down. He fought harder and faster than I was prepared for. When he spun around, his elbow hit me directly in the face and knocked me back. More people were coming out of the subway station all around us and we were both about to lose our footing.

I only had hold of his coat and feared he would shake himself loose and run. “You’re under arrest!” I shouted, hoping to attract Sheriff Heath’s attention or at least get some help from the men around me.

Von Matthesius’s eyes connected with mine for only a second before he looked over my shoulder, at the brick-lined stairway descending into the subway station, and threw his weight against me. I lost my footing and fell, but I took him with me, and the two of us rolled halfway down the staircase. We would have tumbled all the way to the bottom if not for the train passengers climbing up at the same time.

I hit the stairs first and he landed on top of me. A blinding white pain in my ribs made me lose my grip on him and he struggled to his knees, looking around for a way out. His feet found their purchase and he was about to run when I grabbed his pants leg and pulled him down again. His face hit the sharp edge of the stairs and he let out a high shriek.

I was dimly aware of the shoes and trouser cuffs gathered around us, but no one reached down to stop me—or to help me. I climbed over his backside in what had to be the most undignified position a woman had ever been seen in on the streets of Brooklyn. One of his hands was pinned underneath me and the other flailed around and tried to grab me. I wanted to reach under my coat to free my handcuffs, but I couldn’t get to them.

“Sheriff! Clear the way!” came a voice above me, and Sheriff Heath was on the stairs. His foot landed heavily on von Matthesius’s shoulder, eliciting another groan. I rolled off him and sat on the step, panting, fumbling for my handcuffs. One of the Baron’s hands was still groping around to get hold of me when I locked the cuffs on it. Sheriff Heath pulled his other arm around. Once we had him chained, we dragged him to the top of the stairs and pulled him to his feet.

The Baron’s head was turned away from us, but the crowd of onlookers took a good look at him and gasped. Blood was running freely from his mouth, the result of a hard fall on an unyielding staircase that split his lip and knocked out a tooth.

He spit the tooth out along with a small and viscous pool of blood, stared down at it, and mumbled, “Ich möchte ihn behalten.”

I turned to the sheriff, who was staring at me with a kind of fierce and terrible wonder. There passed between us a feeling that no one can understand who hasn’t hunted and captured a criminal. No matter what else had happened between us, we were one person at that instant. We’d done something together that few people ever do. I didn’t want to say anything that would pull us out of that moment, but time hadn’t stopped and the crowd was pressing in on us.

“He wants to keep the tooth,” I said.

The sheriff laughed and shook his head. The spell was broken. “There’s no harm in it. Go ahead.”

I picked it up with a handkerchief and pocketed it. With great effort the three of us started walking, the Baron and I each groaning over our own injuries. The crowd around us had grown so large that I couldn’t see past it. We each held on to the old man, but neither one of us could stand to look at him. He was a dirty and deceitful creature and now that we’d caught him, we were both disgusted with him, and disgusted with everything he’d cost us—our time, our reputations, possibly even our livelihoods. He was a trophy we didn’t want. It was like winning a raffle only to find that the prize was something monstrous and disgusting—a catch of rotten fish, a pig dead of scours.

Sheriff Heath looked around and said, in a voice loud enough for all of them to hear, “Herman Albert von Matthesius, you are under arrest by the Sheriff of Bergen County, New Jersey.” By then we’d attracted the attention of a few police officers, who ran over to offer their help in getting us all back to Hackensack.

I would’ve expected Reinhold Dietz to disappear, still in his handcuffs, the minute Sheriff Heath let go of him. But he stood by, just behind the crowd gathered around us, and waited with a kind of trusting patience. The sheriff handed me his keys and I released the boy, smiling down on him as I did.

“You did a fine job,” I told him as he rubbed his wrists. “You helped us catch a dangerous criminal. You’d make a good cop if you’d set yourself to it.”

“That’s what the sheriff told me,” he said, and tipped his cap at me. He was across the street and out of sight before I could say another word to him.
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  GIRL DEPUTY SHERIFF “PINCHES” A MINISTER


Jersey Woman Wrestles with Husky Prisoner in Front of Brooklyn Borough Hall

 

BROOKLYN—Miss Constance Kopp, who once hid behind a tree near her home in Wyckoff, N.J., for five hours waiting to get a shot at a gang of Black Handers who had annoyed her, is now Deputy Sheriff of Bergen County, N.J., and a terror to evildoers.

Armed with a pistol, handcuffs and other accessories, she came over to Brooklyn yesterday and made an arrest in a manner at once neat and thorough. She stepped up to a husky, well-dressed man in front of Borough Hall and tapped him on the shoulder.

 

Norma put the newspaper down. “You didn’t get all those bruises from tapping a man on the shoulder.”

I groaned and shifted the pack of ice under my arm. “Of course not. It was nothing like that.”

“I also don’t believe that you said, brusquely, as they put it, ‘Come along. I want you. You’re pinched!’ ”

I started to laugh, but it hurt so much that I had to press my hands against my ribs to keep still.

Fleurette was sitting on the arm of Norma’s chair, reading over her shoulder. “ ‘The man was the Reverend Dr. Herman Albert von Matthesius, who had escaped . . .’ Oh, we know all that. Here we go. ‘He gazed at the young woman in astonishment.’ ”

“He didn’t gaze at me,” I said. “He was face-down on the stairs with a split lip.”

Norma cleared her throat and started over. “ ‘He gazed at the young woman in astonishment. ‘My dear Madam!’ he exclaimed, ‘you are a total stranger to me, I assure you. I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ ”

I yawned and pulled the blanket over my knees. “Correct that to read, ‘He spit out a tooth and muttered about it in German.’ ”

Fleurette jumped down onto the ground as if she were crouching over the prisoner. She was wearing a silk dress of the most astonishing peacock blue with a white fur collar trimmed in velvet. Now that she was making costumes for the theater, she managed to put all sorts of their scraps to use in her own wardrobe. We were seeing quite a bit more feathers and fur than we’d like. “If there’s going to be a motion picture made of you, I’ll take the role. I’ll make a very convincing girl detective.”

“I’m afraid you’d never be cast,” Norma said mildly, without taking her eyes off the newspaper. “It says here that Deputy Kopp has an athletic build and weighs a hundred and eighty pounds.”

“What?” Fleurette cried out.

“They printed that?” I said.

“Well, you do, don’t you?” Norma said.

“At least that. But I didn’t think they’d put it in the paper. They kept asking Sheriff Heath if I was fit for duty as a deputy, and for some reason they demanded to know my height and weight, but I never supposed—”

“Always suppose,” Norma said archly. “You’d better learn how to talk to these reporters if they’re going to keep writing you up like this.”

“I talk to them just fine.”

“At least he’s calling you a deputy now,” Fleurette said.

“The reporters did it first, but Sheriff Heath says it’s for the best. There’s to be no more tiptoeing around the subject now that it’s in the papers. He promises to get my badge after Christmas, and says the Freeholders wouldn’t dare to block my appointment after I’ve caught a fugitive.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t presume to know what the Freeholders will do,” Norma said, and went back to her article. “Did you grab him by the coattails and stick out a neatly shod foot?”

That sent Fleurette into a fit of giggles. “She was wearing those monstrous boots!”

From behind her newspaper, Norma said, “Did you open your handbag with your teeth to get out your handcuffs?”

“What nonsense!” I said. “Read another one. Don’t we have Carrie’s story?”

Norma shuffled through the stack of papers beside her chair. “This must be hers. Where did you meet this girl?”

“Just read it.”

Fleurette settled back on the arm of Norma’s chair and looked over her shoulder. “Oh, this is much better. It says that you were determined to hang on to him, no matter how rough he might be, and that none of the men nearby offered assistance.”

“That’s exactly right,” I said. “Men seem disinclined to come to my aid.”

Norma looked at me over the top of the paper, impressed. “ ‘Having the advantage in weight, he started to hurl her down the subway stairs, but she hung on.’ She says that by the time Sheriff Heath found you, von Matthesius was ‘still writhing in the clasp of his determined captor.’ I do prefer her version.”

She folded the paper and set it aside. “But why is it that the only man who ever seems to come to your rescue is Sheriff Heath?”

I struggled to sit up and defend myself, but the cracked rib bit sharply and sent me back down again. “We were working together!” I stuffed a pillow behind my head so I could get a better look at her. “It was his job to help me get the prisoner. If he’d been the one to catch him, I would’ve rushed to his assistance. What else were we to do?”

“I just wonder what Mrs. Heath has to say about her husband being out all night with a girl deputy,” she said. Fleurette watched the two of us in uncharacteristic silence.

I gave up my struggle with the pillows and tossed them on the floor, lying flat on my back and staring up at the ceiling where three divergent cracks in the plaster had found their way to each other, forming an irregular triangle that was threatening to work loose and fall on us. Could the ceiling really collapse? Was anyone paying attention to the upkeep of our house but me?

Norma’s and Fleurette’s eyes were still on me, so at last I said, “If Mrs. Heath had any idea how dirty and disagreeable our work has been, she wouldn’t be bothered by it in the least.”

“Does she?” Fleurette asked. “Have any idea?”

 

IN FACT, MRS. HEATH knew exactly how dirty and disagreeable our work had been, because she was called upon to get me polished up in advance of my session with photographers and reporters. I didn’t want anyone to make a picture of me, and Sheriff Heath might not have, either, but the reporters in Brooklyn had hold of the story within hours of von Matthesius’s capture and insisted. Sheriff Heath decided to make the best of it, believing that if reporters had a good picture and a headline about a lady deputy wrestling a man to the ground, every paper in three states would run the story and it might turn the public in his favor. “There’s no point in hiding from the reporters if they’re going to write about us anyway,” he said. “And if they’re talking about us in New York and Pennsylvania, the Hackensack Republican will have to see us in a different light.”

I didn’t think there was any chance of that and told him so.

“Thank you for your ideas,” he answered, “but it’s your obligation to sit for the photographer, and a condition of your continued employment in this department.”

In other words, I was at last to pay my penance for letting von Matthesius escape.

While Deputy Morris took von Matthesius off to be registered, showered, and deloused, the sheriff went straight to the telephone to start ringing newspapers. Along the way he deposited me in his sitting room. Mrs. Heath had returned home just as the sheriff said she would, and sat furiously embroidering a pinecone and a pair of acorns onto a dishtowel.

“Find her something to wear,” was all he said by way of greeting to his wife. “She’s going to be in the papers, and she’s a mess.”

I couldn’t have been more ashamed of myself. There was Cordelia Heath, smelling not at all of brandy, but only of bath powder and rose water, wearing a perfectly pressed afternoon dress the color of fresh butter, her children napping obediently in their own tidy beds, her sitting room an ever more extraordinary tribute to the powers of persistent stitchery. She had completed the tablecloth since I’d seen her last, and on it a trio of nightingales flew about the corners and came to land on a set of dogwood branches in bloom. Around the edges, where anyone else would stitch a border of lace or piping and be done with it, she had taken up her crochet hook and manufactured a few dozen orange butterflies, each affixed to the edge of the tablecloth by a proboscis of purple silk.

With von Matthesius captured and her husband safe, Cordelia had stitched herself back together. It was the best I could hope for her.

But now she had me to contend with yet again. I stood before her in a corduroy dress with the following smeared or spilled upon it: mud, ashes, dust, horse manure, puddle water, dried egg, coffee, sweat, and the blood and other unnamed discharge of an escaped convict.

She attempted a smile. I couldn’t bring myself to return it.

“Well,” she said briskly, “the sheriff seems to have made up his mind without consulting either one of us. I suppose you are to become quite famous and have all sorts of newspaper stories written about you, which will no doubt give my husband quite a bit more to explain to the Freeholders every week.”

“I don’t think . . .”

“Unless, of course, you refuse to do it. I don’t believe anyone could stop you from walking out the door right now and going home.”

There followed a forced smile that she must have hoped would look friendly but only had the effect of frightening me a little. Cordelia Heath surrounded herself with soft and beautiful things, but there was something altogether rigid and metallic inside her.

“Thank you, but I’ll stay,” was the best I could manage.

“Of course you will.” She looked me up and down again with the air of a woman surveying a muddy and flea-ridden dog. Then she sniffed the air around me delicately. “I just know you would give anything for a bath, but we haven’t the time. Go and get yourself cleaned up any way you can, and I’ll see what I have that might . . .”

Her voice trailed away as she stood up. Even with her hair piled up in one of those fashionable top-knots, she was a good half a head shorter than me. Nothing she owned would fit me.

She waved me nonetheless in the direction of the tiny powder room the family shared. I stripped off my outer garments, leaving only my petticoat and corset cover, which had a lower neckline than I would allow myself to be seen in, but was otherwise fairly substantial for an undergarment. I washed my face and smoothed my hair in a little oval mirror, then applied to my neck a single dusting of Cordelia’s fragrant powder, which sat on the washbasin next to a cake of shaving soap and a tin of tooth powder. I looked no better than I did before, but I felt a half-measure more civilized.

Cordelia returned with her arms full of garments I couldn’t possibly wear. She piled them all on an armchair and started flinging them at me. There was no mirror in the sitting room so I just stood helplessly and let her have her way. She held up first one dress and then another, but I didn’t even bother to look down at them because I knew there was no hope and in fact suspected she was only trying to embarrass me. Then she pulled out a selection of shirtwaists, all beautifully tailored for her slender rib cage. The delicate lines in her brow grew a little deeper with each successive failed attempt, but she kept at it, tossing bits of silk and poplin and tweed at me until she’d exhausted most of the pile.

“You are frightfully large,” she mumbled. Some people would apologize after a remark like that, but she just walked in a circle around me the way one might survey a tree before chopping it down and then said, “They don’t have to photograph all of you, do they?”

“Are you suggesting they take my right half or my left?”

“No, a seated portrait. Just head and shoulders. You see those in the paper.”

“I suppose so.” I didn’t like to imagine where this might be leading. “But wouldn’t they expect a deputy to be standing?”

“Let’s not worry about what they expect,” Cordelia said. “We’ll just insist on it.”

She ran back to her bedroom and returned with a new bundle of clothing. I had no idea a sheriff’s salary could buy so many nice things.

“These come from my mother,” she said, as if she could read my expression. “Now, if it’s only a seated portrait, we don’t have to actually dress you. We can just”—she paused and twirled her arms around me to demonstrate—“wrap you.”

She took a wide shawl the color of copper and draped it over my shoulders, tucking it into the hem of my skirt. Then she produced an enormous silk bow, wider than my head and almost as tall, and pinned it right to the front of the shawl.

“What is that?” I cried, horrified. It looked like the sort of thing Fleurette would have worn when she was twelve. It was a piercing emerald color, and matched nothing else Cordelia had brought out with her.

“The color won’t matter for the picture. And when you’re seated, it’ll look like you’re just wearing a dress with a bow at the neckline.”

I looked ridiculous. The plain, dirty sleeves of my corset cover were only half-hidden by the shawl and the bow. Those three garments had never been put together in such a fashion before, and in a just world they never would again.

I was already scheming to get out of Cordelia’s sitting room and back to my own jail cell. I would have worn one of the prisoner’s uniforms rather than be photographed in the get-up in which I’d just been swaddled. In fact, it was starting to dawn on me that we had at the jail plenty of serviceable dresses for women, and all I had to do was to go downstairs to the laundry and choose one.

A knock came at the door and Sheriff Heath’s voice called, “The fellows just got here. Is she ready?”

How could they have come so fast? Had they nothing else to do? He must have walked over to the courthouse and fetched them.

“Almost!” Cordelia called out. She was enjoying herself now. I was becoming more miserable by the second. I couldn’t allow myself to be photographed like this.

Cordelia turned her back to me and rummaged through her things. “Here it is!” She settled a mink wrap around my shoulders, slowly and ceremoniously, with the air of someone placing a wreath upon a grave. It was lined in unbearably soft brown velvet.

“I can’t wear a fur! I’m a sheriff’s deputy, not an opera singer.”

She seemed not to have heard me. “There’s a hat to match.” She produced an enormous velvet hat, also trimmed in a wide bow, and settled it on my poor condemned head.

Sheriff Heath knocked again at the door. “You can come in now, Bob!” Cordelia called out, before I could stop her.

He rushed in and looked me over without really seeing me. He was like any other man in that he had no opinion on women’s clothing and considered all fashion equally ridiculous. “Fine. They’re coming to my office. We’ll take the picture there, and then you’ll answer some questions.”

“It has to be a seated portrait, dear,” Cordelia said, but the sheriff had already turned to go back to his office.

“Never mind,” she whispered to me. “I’ll go with you and see to it that it’s done properly.”

My humiliation was complete. Having lost the last possible opportunity to slip down to the jail laundry for a house dress, I allowed Cordelia to lead me to the sheriff’s office, where I sat for my first and most preposterous portrait for the newspapers.

 

NORMA STUDIED THAT PICTURE with a look of dark consternation. Fleurette took it from her and slapped me on the head with it.

“Why didn’t you let me dress you? I would’ve found something smart and suited to the occasion, not this—what is this supposed to be? It looks like a big silk bow right on the front of your blouse.”

“I think it’s supposed to be a big silk bow.” I handed my ice-bag back to Norma, who took it to the kitchen.

“Well, that does it,” Fleurette said. “If you’re going to be a deputy sheriff and have your picture in the papers, I’m going to make you a proper uniform. No, I’ll make you two. No, three. One to keep here, one to keep at the jail, and one to wear. And something lighter in the summer. What would a lady sheriff wear in the summertime?”

“Don’t make it too light,” I said. “It’s rough work.”

“I’ll have to do them soon. Did Norma tell you Mrs. Hansen has offered me a job sewing for the academy? I’ll be there two days a week, and you won’t have to pay for my lessons anymore. I’ll get a salary and free classes.”

I opened my mouth to tell her why she couldn’t do it, but then recognized that I was only acting out of habit and that there was no good reason to stop her. She’d gone out and found useful work for herself. What reason had I to complain?

“That’s just fine,” I said. “Mrs. Hansen sees your talent. I’m not surprised.”

She smiled and returned to her pattern books. I dozed on the divan for the rest of the afternoon. After keeping me in his office all evening so that reporters arriving from Newark and Trenton and New York City could have their turns with me, Sheriff Heath ordered me to take three full days of rest and to see a doctor about my ribs if they weren’t better by the end of it. I was not at all pleased about being sent home, but it was true that I had most likely cracked or dislodged a rib, wrenched my knee, bruised my hip, and given myself any number of other sores and scrapes.

When I awoke on the second day, I hurt worse than when I’d fallen asleep. The third day was even more painful. I could hardly dress myself and shuffled around like an invalid. Norma delivered my meals on a tray but otherwise left me to look after myself. Fleurette fussed around with pillows and bandages, made a bouquet of some silk flowers she must have taken off all the hats in the house, and brought me frivolous magazines that I had no interest in reading.

By the fourth day, the pain had truly settled in and I was beginning to believe that I’d been saddled with a weak knee, a bad hip, and an unreliable rib for the rest of my life. Having accepted that, I decided to go back to work—in a manner of speaking. I wanted to check on something that had been bothering me.

“You aren’t going out!” Fleurette said, jumping up from her sewing machine when she saw me in my coat and hat. It was a frigid and gusty day. The roads were covered in dirty, slushy snow that had hardened to slick ice overnight. There was a kind of swirling wind that seem to come from nowhere at all and blow snowflakes in every direction. It was impossible to tell whether the snow would drift off as capriciously as it had arrived, or whether we were in for a blanket of white before Christmas.

“I’ll be back tonight,” I said. “I’ll have to take the buggy. I can’t possibly walk.”

Norma was outside in her pigeon loft, repairing a torn screen with bailing wire. The pigeons slid as far down their roost as they could go when I approached.

“I don’t know what I’ve done to offend them.”

“Go back to bed.”

“I’m tired of being in bed. I need to go into town. Help me harness Dolley.”

With some reluctance she went with me into the barn. “I don’t like you taking the buggy. You can barely raise your arm.”

“I just need to go see about something,” I said. “It isn’t strenuous. If I can sit around the house, I can ride in the buggy.”

“It isn’t the riding that bothers me. It’s whatever else you’ll get up to. I have the worst feeling that you just remembered about another criminal you left standing at the top of a staircase somewhere, and have decided to rush off and get yourself tossed down again.”

“If you’re so worried about it, why don’t you come with me?”

She looked up at me, surprised. “What would I do?”

“You can drive the buggy, to start. You’re the one who said it. I can hardly raise my arm.”

“Where are you going?”

“Over to Garfield to have another look at the room where a man was shot. In fact, it would help to have you along. I’d like to try something, and it would take two people to do it properly.”

She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it again. Dolley tossed her head around but eventually took the bit from Norma and allowed herself to be led outside. “Well . . . I shouldn’t leave. The pigeon loft needs a patch before it snows again.”

“Those pigeons already have better accommodations than we do. No, come with me and do a little detective work.”

Norma’s frown had become so deeply etched in her face over the years that it took a great deal of effort to reverse its direction, but I thought I saw some change come over her. There was a hint of interest in her eyes. She looked down at her barn coat, which was covered in bits of straw and muck.

“I’ll have to change,” she said.

“Don’t bother yourself too much over it. No one will see us.”

She turned and ran to the house. It took me three attempts, but I managed to heave myself into the carriage under the force of one good knee.
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ON THE WAY TO GARFIELD, I told Norma everything I knew about Providencia Monafo and the death of Saverio Salino. She’d read about the case in the papers, but nothing had been printed about the discrepancy between her story and that of her neighbors, or about Detective Courter’s efforts to get her released and to charge someone else with the crime.

Norma took the matter very seriously and puzzled over it all the way into town. She was deeply interested in other people’s private affairs. This was exactly the sort of mix-up that she liked to spend hours ruminating over.

“Mrs. Monafo herself admits to shooting the man,” she said.

“Gladly. She’s terrified of her husband and eager to take the blame and stay in jail where he can’t get to her.”

“The streetcar conductor is quite certain that she boarded at seven-thirty.”

“That’s what we’ve been told.”

“But the witnesses heard the shot at eight o’clock in the morning, and they couldn’t possibly be wrong about the time.”

“That’s what the detective says, yes.”

We rode along in silence while she thought it over. “Do you not agree with me that John Courter is the most untrustworthy man in public service in Bergen County?”

“We haven’t met them all, but he’s certainly the worst of the lot I’ve had dealings with.”

“Then I don’t like it that we have to rely upon his witnesses,” Norma said, “and I don’t understand why he’s so eager to let this lady out of jail.”

“The witnesses could say something to the papers, and then it would look bad if he’d locked up some poor old woman and left the real killer on the loose. Besides, if he truly believes that Mrs. Monafo couldn’t have done it, he’s no doubt expecting her to say so one of these days.”

“Then he’s in a fix, isn’t he?”

We came to a stop behind a long line of black motor cars that had stalled for no reason that we could see. Dolley hated to be crowded so close to the machines. She tossed her head and stamped her hooves to let us know it.

Norma stood up and tried to get a better look. She sighed and sat back down. “One of them is broken down at the intersection, and now we must all sit and wait. It used to be that you could just make the road a little wider.”

She was right. We used to just veer off into the fields if something was in the road, or else we’d take the lane opposite without worrying about an automobile running into us. Two horse-drawn carriages approaching one another were not much of a threat. But automobiles were driven by people who cared for nothing but going as fast as they could and pushing everyone else out of their way.

After a tiresome delay a constable arrived at the intersection and started directing traffic around the overheated motor car. “Do you know that Fleurette wants one of these, and thinks that she can learn to run it herself?” Norma said.

“No!” The thought of Fleurette in control of a machine on the open road gave me a pain at the back of my neck, which was one of the few places that wasn’t already hurt.

“She thinks she’s going to talk you into buying her a motor car on the grounds that she’ll carry you back and forth to work.”

“Fleurette wants to be my chauffeur?”

“And in exchange, she expects to roam freely about New Jersey and New York, enjoying—”

“Stop,” I said. “I don’t want to know what she hopes to enjoy. I don’t trust her with a telephone, much less a motor car.”

“Oh, she wants a telephone, too, but they’ll never bring the wires down our road, and I’m glad of it. I can’t abide a bell ringing in our house at all hours.”

We arrived at Mrs. Monafo’s boarding-house before I had to hear any more about it. I asked Norma to bring Dolley to a halt across the street and down a few doors. She stood squinting at the brick building, which had only grown more squalid in its landlady’s absence. Now two windows had boards across them. A piece of gutter had broken away from the roof, probably under the force of wind and snow. It hung across the upper floors, looking as if it might drop to the ground at any moment. The walk hadn’t been shoveled, and an overturned garbage can had been rifled through by the neighborhood cats.

“I don’t like to leave Dolley here,” Norma said. “Shouldn’t we have taken her over to the stables?”

I pitched myself awkwardly out of the carriage, landing on my good leg but almost losing my balance as I did so. The ice was starting to melt, but there were still a few frozen patches, and navigating around them wasn’t easy in my condition.

“You can stay here,” I said. “I just wanted to check something.”

“But doesn’t this require the both of us?” Norma asked.

She had the most eager expression I’d seen on her in a long time. I noticed that she’d actually dressed the part of a detective, in a smart tweed suit, leather gloves, and a wool riding cap. She looked more like a woman in law enforcement than I did.

“Then come on inside,” I said. “Dolley will be fine for a minute. There’s no one around.”

She followed me in. The front door was unlocked as it had always been before. I showed her down the back stairs into the Monafos’ basement apartment, where, once again, no one was at home. Norma walked in as boldly as if she owned the place, then took a step back when the stench hit her.

“I’d say that she’s been keeping animals in here, but a barn doesn’t smell this bad.” She folded her arms across her chest as she looked over the dusty and increasingly moldy furnishings and the rubbish that had continued to accumulate since Mrs. Monafo’s arrest. Her husband must have been living there, because empty liquor bottles were adding a note of stale barley malt to the miasma.

Norma was already starting back up the stairs. “If this is how people live, it’s no wonder they go to such lengths to get locked up in that nice clean jail of yours.”

“Go and wait upstairs with Dolley, then. I’ll only be a minute.”

For once, Norma agreed with me. “Shake out your skirts before you get back in the carriage. I suspect they’ve got bugs.”

“I guarantee they do.” That was enough to get Norma up the stairs and across the street.

Once she was gone, it took only a moment for me to do what I’d come to do. I made sure the door to the apartment was open as it would have been the morning Salino was shot, assuming he’d just come in and not had time to close it behind him. Then I cleared a pile of old papers out of one corner of the room, exposing the brick foundation. I took from my pocket a pinch of wool batting, which I stuffed into each ear.

Then I pulled out my revolver and fired a shot into the corner.

The explosion rang around the room and nearly deafened me in spite of the wool. A haze of smoke settled around me. The crisp blackened odor of the gunpowder momentarily improved the air.

The bullet went into the mortar between the bricks and lodged there. I put the newspapers back where they’d been, pulled the wool out of my ears, and climbed the stairs. Down the street, Norma was feeding an apple to Dolley.

“Did you hear that?” I asked.

She turned to look at me, puzzled. “Did I hear what?”

 

“BUT YOU MUST’VE HEARD IT,” Sheriff Heath said. “It was a gunshot. It would have gone all over the neighborhood.” He leaned back in his chair and looked at me impatiently. Norma was standing in front of the small fire he kept going in his office.

“It’s a basement apartment,” I said. “It’s in the back of the house, and what windows they have are mostly covered in rubbish. Even with the door open, Norma didn’t hear it. Or if she did, it was so faint that she didn’t notice it. I hadn’t told her to expect it, so she wasn’t listening closely. But the neighbors wouldn’t have been listening closely, either.”

The sheriff went over to stand next to Norma in front of the fireplace. “What do you make of this, Miss Kopp?”

Norma never missed an opportunity to say exactly what she made of a thing, but coming inside the jail had put her off and she’d been unusually quiet. “It’s exactly as Constance told it,” she said, keeping her eyes on the fire. “It shouldn’t matter what I make of it. You don’t need me to tell you how to do your job.”

“All this time I thought I did,” the sheriff said with a smile. He insisted on liking Norma. I used to think he was only being polite to her on my account, but I’d come to see that, with very few exceptions, he treated everyone with the same mild courtesy—even the criminals under his watch.

Norma surrendered her place in front of the fire and walked over to the window, which looked out onto the dull and tenebrous Hackensack River. “I will say that I didn’t like leaving Constance alone in that horrible little flat, so if I had heard anything at all unusual, I certainly would’ve run back to check on her. You and Detective Courter could go and try the same thing yourselves if you don’t believe us. You’d have the same result.”

Sheriff Heath rattled the coins in his pocket and thought about it.

“Do you remember when we went there together,” I said, “and you called down to me from upstairs and I couldn’t hear you? I’d forgotten it myself, but I’ve had three days to do nothing but lie around and think about things, and that came back to me all at once. It occurred to me that I should at least try an experiment.”

“But what about our witnesses who heard the shot at eight?”

“I’m not saying they didn’t hear a shot. They might well have. I just don’t think it was the shot that killed Saverio Salino. It could’ve been an engine firing, or someone shooting at a target, or maybe it was another murder no one has bothered to do anything about.”

“Mmmm.” The sheriff picked up his poker and went to work on the fire, shifting the embers around and dropping another log on top. He watched until the bark started to burn and then said, “Well. I’m sure Detective Courter hasn’t gone over to the Monafos’ apartment and fired off a round. I don’t think he’ll be happy to find out that you did.”

“He should thank me for getting rid of a worthless piece of evidence,” I said.

“I doubt he will. But I suppose Mrs. Monafo is ours to keep.”

“I don’t know how you’ll bear it, if she’s half as appalling as that room of hers,” Norma said.

 

THE STORY OF HOW I’d turned Providencia’s case around pleased her immensely. She walked back and forth cackling to herself and telling it to me in bits and pieces.

“You shoot your gun in my house.” She grinned broadly and shook her finger at me.

“I hope you don’t mind.”

“And you keep another lady upstairs to listen!” She screeched delightedly at that. “But she don’t hear nothing.”

“That’s right. And it appears to have worked, although you might have to speak to a judge. I suggest you tell the whole story, exactly as it happened. It’s your best chance. A man was killed, and you must understand how serious that is.”

I could never be sure if Providencia did understand the gravity of the matter. She’d expressed no remorse for killing Mr. Salino. She seemed to regard the fact of his death as a mere outgrowth of everything that had happened to her, rather than a singular tragic event of its own. The poor man appeared to have no family in this country—the sister who’d been staying with him was, as I suspected, not actually a sister—and as far as I knew, there was no one to visit, no one to question, no one to whom Mrs. Monafo might consider making amends, if such a thing occurred to her, and I don’t think it ever did.

In fact, the news that she was to stay locked up put her in such good spirits that she found herself quite active and restless, and volunteered for kitchen duty. Sheriff Heath refused, unable to reconcile his memories of her living conditions with anything he’d like to see happening in his kitchen. He told her that he’d just put a new crew on dinner duty, and that they were all rough-edged men greatly in need of the morally restorative effects that only the slicing of onions and peeling of potatoes could bring about. Providencia accepted this but took every opportunity to remind him that she could make a better dinner from the pigeons roosting on the courthouse roof than the men downstairs did with a leg of mutton.

“That’d be just fine, Mrs. Monafo,” the sheriff would call back cheerfully. “We’ve a nice crop of river rats this year too, if you think you can do something with those.”

That made her clap her hands gleefully. She was enjoying her sentence more than either of us would have liked. Then again, we’d always take a cheerful inmate over a bad-tempered one or, worse, a con artist whose next move we couldn’t guess.
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I TRIED TO STAY AWAY from von Matthesius’s cell but I couldn’t. A strange dreamlike air hung about the jail now that we had him back. It seemed that he’d been gone for an eternity, that I’d spent my whole life hunting him, and that at any moment he might vanish again, drifting away from the bars of his cell like a curl of smoke escaping from a pipe. I wanted to forget about him, but no matter where I went in the jail, his presence exerted a terrible pull on me. At times I thought I could hear him pacing and scheming like a trapped animal in a zoo.

I finally went to him late at night, about a week after his capture. He was once again at the end of a cell block, isolated from the others. We kept Felix on a separate floor and promised the severest of punishments to anyone who helped to pass messages between them.

The Baron was sitting up on the edge of his bunk as if he’d been expecting me. “La Mademoiselle Kopp formidable,” he said in a perfect Parisian accent. He gestured for me to join him in his cell but I didn’t. I tested the gate to make sure it was locked.

“We never knew you spoke French,” I said through the bars.

“Only for you.”

There was something plain and common about him now. The jail uniform had a way of shrinking him down to size. Someone had shaved his head and his beard, and taken away his monocle. All of his pretenses were gone. His face sagged like crumpled tissue.

“We haven’t found Dr. Rathburn,” I said.

He looked up quickly at the sound of the man’s name, then slumped over. “It’s better for the von Matthesius clan if you don’t. He believes I owe him a great debt, and he was only keeping me until it could be paid.”

“You had a house with so many nice things. What happened to the paintings and the rugs?”

He made a tsk sound as if spitting the idea away. “People don’t appreciate fine things.”

“Couldn’t Felix get a good price for them?”

But he wouldn’t answer, so I said, “You should have stayed in jail. You only had nine months left. It was far less than you deserved. You’ll have much more time in prison now.”

He gave that dismissive little shrug the French do. “You didn’t have to go looking for me. It would’ve been no trouble at all to simply forget all about the old Baron.”

“You know we can’t do that.”

“No. You do your job, and I do mine.”

“And what is your job, Mr. Baron Reverend Doctor?”

“Not to sit in a jail cell and wait to die.” He coughed and went to the basin to splash a little water in his mouth. We didn’t let him have a cup, not even a tin cup he couldn’t break.

When he finished he walked right up to the bars and said, “You have me. Why don’t you let my brother go free?”

I shook my head. “There’s no leniency after a jailbreak. He had a chance to cooperate and he refused.”

He took a long and noisy breath in. “You would never tolerate your sister going to jail for your crimes.”

That was bait and I knew not to rise to it. “I wouldn’t involve my family in my wrongdoings. And of course I wouldn’t break the law.”

His eyes were locked on mine. “Maybe you didn’t break the law. But you’re guilty, aren’t you, Fräulein? You’re guilty of making it so easy for me to escape. How are they going to punish you?”

The man was poison. I stepped away, quickly, not daring to even breathe the air around him.

Our prisoners came to us with all their horrors in tow: their dyspepsia and weak livers, their gout and catarrh, their boils and fevers, their scabies and lice. Some of it could be scrubbed away or banished with pills. An infected tooth could be pulled, a scrape bandaged. But when they brought in their lies, their devilish intentions, their wickedness and treachery—nothing could scrub that away. It gave me a diseased feeling to be too near it. As soon as I was out of sight of him I scratched at my neck and brushed down my skirts to banish the sensation that the old man’s wrongdoing had taken bodily form and leapt through the bars at me.

After that, I vowed to stay away from him. Sheriff Heath wanted the strictest possible jail sentence for the old man, which meant that we’d have him for a good long while. I couldn’t stand to be under the same roof with him and only hoped he would never be afforded my services as a translator again.

Felix would come up for trial soon for harboring a fugitive, and the Baron would receive a longer sentence for his escape. The Baron had managed to secure an attorney to defend both of them. The attorney made liberal use of the jail’s visiting hours, speaking to each von Matthesius in turn and undoubtedly helping to pass information between them. This caused Sheriff Heath no end of vexation, but there was little we could do about it.

I couldn’t understand why Felix remained so stubbornly silent. The Baron was not a man anyone should defend. He was a fraud and a con artist. He’d taken in sick people under false pretenses, failed to treat them, abused them, and made them sicker. Beatrice Fuller could have died from an overdose of ether. She’d have to start her life over again, if she ever got well.

Why would Felix help a man like that? It was a complicated job, rigging together a system of notes and packages and envelopes of money to hide his brother all over the city. For his loyalty he would get nothing but a jail sentence. He should have turned his brother over to us when he still had a chance at freedom.

The two of them sat resolutely behind bars, having decided, apparently, that they would trade their liberty for familial solidarity. Sometimes a family was like a swamp, everyone mired in the same mud.

 

AS SOON AS I had an afternoon free, I took the train to Rutherford and knocked on Dr. Williams’s door. I arrived just five minutes before the conclusion of his midday office hours. The door opened immediately—he was on his way out, in his coat and hat—and he nodded when he saw me, as if he’d been expecting me.

“It’s our lady cop,” he said, with a shy and sudden smile. “I saw you in the papers.”

“I’ve only come to ask after Mrs. Burkhart,” I said.

“Well, since you paid the bill, you have every right to. I’m afraid the news is not encouraging.” Dr. Williams had a friendly and open face, and lively eyes that seemed to take everything in, but he delivered his opinions in that flat, matter-of-fact way that doctors had. “She suffers from a cancer that has struck her liver and, I suspect, the other major organs. There are further difficulties that come from all the years she worked at that tannery.”

“Can she be made comfortable?”

“Morphine will make anyone comfortable if they’ll take it. I left her with a good supply and instructions to call the druggist if she needed more.”

“I wonder what her son’s going to do.”

“He’s an anxious and fearful boy. If he were mine, I’d get him work on board a ship, or send him out West. He could use a little adventure, and he isn’t getting it in Rutherford. I suppose the war might be just the thing for him if we go, and if he can manage to stay alive over there.”

I didn’t want to think about motherless, fatherless Louis Burkhart at the Belgian front, but it was the way we were starting to see all young men: soon to disappear, the minute President Wilson decided to send them. “He has an uncle in Brooklyn. They run another shoe store.”

“Then he’ll go there.”

“There is one other matter, if you have the time,” I said.

He nodded, but didn’t invite me in. We stood on the porch, our hands in our pockets.

“I learned some things about Dr. von Matthesius after I spoke to you,” I said. “It has to do with a physician in New York, and I wonder if you’ve heard of him. Dr. Milton Rathburn.”

The wind lifted Dr. Williams’s hat and he pushed it down. “Rathburn. Caters to nervous millionaires, is that right?”

“That’s the one. Have you ever spoken to him?”

“No, the way I’d put it is that he spoke to me. He was making calls to doctors up here, looking for a business arrangement. He wanted to set up a home offering rest cures and take a share in the profits.”

“And you wouldn’t agree to it, but Dr. von Matthesius did,” I said.

“Is that what von Matthesius was up to? He went into business with Rathburn?”

“How do you suppose the two of them met?”

“I can’t imagine. Von Matthesius wasn’t practicing medicine in Rutherford, as far as I know. They could have met in a bar-room and worked up the whole scheme right over there.” He nodded toward the saloons off Park Street.

“Whatever happened, it caused an awful lot of trouble,” I said. “He must have treated a hundred patients—if you can call it treatment—and I only learned what happened to one of them.”

“Is that the girl? The one he tried to marry?”

“Yes. I can’t help but wonder how many more there were, and how such a thing could be allowed to happen right here in Rutherford. Isn’t there anything to stop a man like von Matthesius from opening his house to patients and doing as he pleases?”

Dr. Williams buttoned his collar against the wind. “Putting him in jail is a good way to stop him, but I take it you see that as a temporary situation. There’s a great deal more to be done, Miss Kopp. I’ve long argued that we need medical inspectors in each town, and wouldn’t you know that they’ve gone and put me in charge here in Rutherford. I’ll be going around to check on the other doctors, as well as the hospitals and sanitariums, which is sure to make me popular among my colleagues. I can keep him out of Rutherford, but I can’t do much about the rest of the state or the country. I don’t suppose anyone can. Now, I hope you don’t mind, but I have patients to see.”

“I just can’t bear the idea of him winning his release and going right back to his old ways.”

Dr. Williams looked at me with a regretful half-smile. “Isn’t that what they all do? The bank robbers and the arsonists and the sham doctors? Won’t they all get out and do it again? Did you ever think they wouldn’t?”

Having no answer to that, I offered him another five dollars for Mrs. Burkhart. He refused.

“I’ll look after her,” he said.

I kept holding out the money. “I want to do some good for someone.”

But he waved it off and left me standing alone on his porch, where a brisk wind was being overtaken by a flurry of ice pellets. The ice blew down the street, and someone heard it rattling against a window and lit a fire, sending the bitter dry smoke from a bundle of newsprint into the air, where it stood in defiance against the inevitability of winter.
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THE NEW YORK POLICE made no progress in finding Dr. Rathburn or Rudy Schilga, the man from whom Reinhold Dietz took his orders. Even if the men could have been found, Sheriff Heath wasn’t sure what charges could be laid against them. The fact that Dr. Rathburn proposed a questionable scheme to Dr. Williams didn’t amount to a crime. Only the charge of aiding an escaped fugitive would put Rathburn in jail, and we needed the testimony of the von Matthesius brothers for that. When asked if they might like to tell the truth about Dr. Rathburn in exchange for their own release, they both decided to plead guilty to whatever charges we might bring against them and be done with it. We could only assume that they were sufficiently afraid of Dr. Rathburn to refuse to testify against him. There would, in the end, be no trial, only a few minutes in front of a judge for each of them.

“The Baron keeps demanding that we release Felix,” Sheriff Heath said on the morning of the hearing. “I suspect he has a piece of business he wants him to attend to. If we let him go he might lead us straight to Rathburn, but the prosecutor doesn’t want to take the risk of releasing him and having him disappear. Neither do I.”

“They’re a strange family,” I said.

“I don’t suppose I’ve ever had two brothers in jail at once before. If we ever run across another von Matthesius, we ought to arrest him on general principle and keep the whole clan locked up.”

The sheriff persuaded a friendly judge to hold the hearing on Christmas Eve in the hopes that reporters would be too distracted by the holiday to make an appearance at the courthouse. He had no idea what they might say in court and didn’t want every word repeated in the papers. His idea was a good one, save for the fact that it failed entirely. Nothing of consequence was happening on Christmas Eve, and every reporter in three counties turned up.

It was a clear and bright day, terrifically cold but free of ice. The reporters stood around on the courthouse steps, their hands tucked under their arms, arguing the particulars of the case while great clouds of steam drifted from their lips.

We brought the prisoners in together and installed them along a bench in the front of the courtroom. The doors opened and within minutes the room was filled.

Judge Seufert, a frail and elderly man who suffered from near-deafness but was nonetheless a sharp jurist and friendly to Sheriff Heath’s ideas, took his place at the front of the room and called the proceedings to order.

“As I understand it, pleas have already been entered and this is to be a simple hearing. Mr. von Matthesius, please rise.” Both men stood at once, and a ripple of laughter went around the courtroom. The judge pounded his gavel. “Not a sound or I clear you all out. I haven’t the patience today. Mrs. Seufert is home roasting a goose and I’d rather be in my armchair attending to that business than sitting here with all of you. Not another warning.”

The reporters grew perfectly silent. There was not so much as the sound of a pencil scratching on paper.

“Now,” he said, addressing the inmates. “Felix von Matthesius. We’ll start with you. May the stenographer indicate in the record that I shall address each defendant by his full name to stop them from popping up and down like a troupe of puppets.”

A wiry, gray-haired woman in the corner nodded and made her notes. The Baron sat down.

“Felix von Matthesius, you are charged with assisting Herman Albert von Matthesius, an inmate of the Bergen County jail and your brother, with his escape from the Hackensack Hospital, where he had been sent for medical care during the time of his incarceration at the jail, and of harboring said prisoner. How do you answer?”

I could only see Felix from the back. His shoulders slumped and his head hung down. The jail had laid him low.

“Guilty, Your Honor,” Felix said.

“He’s not guilty!” the Baron shouted, jumping to his feet. “Release him! He’s done nothing!”

The Baron’s attorney leaned forward to clasp him on the shoulder, but it was too late. The judge pounded his gavel again. “Is Herman Albert von Matthesius to be called as a witness on his behalf?” he asked the attorney.

The attorney stood and said, “No, Your Honor. Felix von Matthesius has admitted his guilt and begs the court to impose a sentence and allow him to serve it.”

“That’s fine,” the judge said. “Herman Albert von Matthesius will keep quiet or be taken out of this courtroom.”

“Yes, Your Honor,” the attorney said.

The judge leaned over to get a look at Sheriff Heath, Detective Courter, and Courter’s boss, Prosecutor Wright. “Does the prosecutor wish to make a statement?”

Mr. Wright rose and read from a paper in his hand. “The Office of the Prosecutor of Bergen County begs the court to impose the strictest possible sentence upon anyone who assists in a dangerous criminal’s escape from jail.”

Judge Seufert nodded. “The court imposes a sentence of one year, to be carried out at the Bergen County jail commencing immediately.”

The judge looked out over the courtroom with an expression of satisfaction. “This is moving right along. Mrs. Seufert thanks you.” He ordered the Baron to rise.

“You are charged with escaping from the Hackensack Hospital while serving a sentence at the Bergen County jail that was imposed upon you by this court. How do you plead?”

“Herman Albert von Matthesius is not guilty by reason of insanity,” said his attorney, “and the defendant respectfully requests that this court release him to the Morris Plains Insane Asylum for care.”

A roar went up in the courtroom. Prosecutor Wright turned and whispered to Detective Courter, who slid out of his seat and ran out of the room. Sheriff Heath just shook his head.

The judge banged his gavel again, and shouted as loudly as his weak and trembling voice would allow. “Silence!”

It took a few more rounds with the gavel to quiet the room. The judge nearly sent all the reporters out, which Sheriff Heath would have very much preferred. In the end, everyone settled back into their seats and the judge continued.

“Prosecutor, how do you respond?” the judge asked.

“I’ve sent one of my men to round up the county physician, whom we will call to lend his expert opinion to these proceedings,” the prosecutor said.

“There’s no need for that,” the Baron’s attorney said. “I have a medical report completed by a respected physician in Trenton who has examined the Baron’s record and declared him to be insane and unfit for incarceration in the county jail. He recommends immediate transfer to Morris Plains.”

The attorney handed a letter to the bailiff, who passed it to the judge. He waved the letter away without looking at it. “We don’t ask physicians in Trenton for their opinions on our prisoners,” he told the attorney. “Our county physician decides who goes to Morris Plains, and it does not appear that you’ve consulted with him.”

The rear door to the courtroom opened and Detective Courter reappeared. The prosecutor whispered to him and then stood to say, “Dr. Ogden was reached at the hospital and can be here within the hour.”

The judge sighed and looked at his watch. “All right. I don’t see how we can finish this today, but bring him in and let’s hear the prosecutor’s version of events. The court will go into recess until—”

There was a crash in the front of the room and everyone jumped to their feet to see what had happened. Only Sheriff Heath remained sitting, his head in his hands. I slid off the bench and ran around to the side of the room to see Baron von Matthesius rolling around on the floor, kicking at his overturned chair, quaking all over like an epileptic. His handcuffs rattled as he shook and struggled. His eyes were turned up in his head and he had cut his scalp when he fell, leaving a jagged trail of blood behind him as he slithered and rolled around. His convulsions were accompanied by a strange, high-pitched whine that soon gave way to a sputtering cough.

“He’s choking,” his attorney shouted, kneeling down and reaching for him. “Help me hold him.”

The bailiff knelt down and attempted to take the Baron by his shoulders, which only caused him to roll over into the bailiff’s lap and disgorge the ammoniac contents of his innards. The bailiff gave a shout and let go of the Baron, shaking his coat sleeves and letting loose with a string of expletives of the sort not usually heard inside a courtroom. The judge turned his head away and looked as though he wanted to run out himself. The reporters all rushed over to get a better look, and I’m sorry to say that one of them had a camera and was attempting to make a picture of the scene.

Finally Sheriff Heath’s men pulled everyone away from the prisoner, and someone was sent to find a janitor. The Baron lay twisted and unresponsive amid the streaks of blood that he had managed to kick, in a painterly fashion, all around him, laced with all the unmentionable matter that had issued forth from his gut. No one would go near him but his attorney, who, I noticed, had managed to slip on a pair of gloves before reaching in to take hold of him.

The judge ordered all of us out of the courtroom while it was cleaned. Someone found a wheelchair and the Baron was placed in it, limp as a dead cat, and rolled back to the jail to await Dr. Ogden.

The reporters filed out and headed to the courthouse steps to resume their customary duties of cigarette smoking and gossip. The deputies and guards stood around outside the courtroom, awaiting their next order. The Baron’s attorney insisted upon staying with his client, and no one objected as we were all relieved to have him out of the way.

Once the courtroom was nearly empty and blessedly quiet, and the janitors covered the stench of vomit with that of wintergreen, Sheriff Heath approached the judge, who was slumped over in his seat, looking defeated.

“Don’t even try it, Bob,” the judge said. “There’s nothing to do but wait for Doc Ogden to come down and sort this mess out.”

“But you know he’s play-acting, don’t you? It’s all a trick.”

“Well, it’s some trick,” the judge said. “I’ve never seen anything like it in my courtroom. I don’t know how a man fakes an epileptic fit, and I think the janitors will tell you that he didn’t fake the rest of it.”

“But he did it deliberately, can’t you see that?”

I was sitting behind the sheriff and couldn’t see his expression, but I could tell from his voice that he knew he was losing this one.

The judge leaned down and spoke in a hushed, conspiratorial manner. “Have you ever done a thing like that, Bob? Deliberately, I mean? If I ordered you, right now, under penalty of imprisonment in your own jail, would you be able to do a trick like that on command? The sickness, the gash on the head, all of it?” The judge wore an expression of wide-eyed wonderment. He seemed genuinely impressed that a man could do such a thing.

“I suppose I could if I practiced,” Sheriff Heath said, “and Dr. von Matthesius has had plenty of practice. He must have swallowed something—mustard powder, or laundry soap, or some such. Why, he tried it on us and fooled us into taking him off to the hospital. He only wants to go to Morris Plains because it’ll be easier to escape.”

Now it was my turn to put my head in my hands. The sheriff had gone too far. Judge Seufert sat back in his chair and crossed his arms in front of him.

“Are you suggesting that the Morris Plains asylum is incapable of holding on to the lunatics we send over there? Because if that’s the case, I’ll turn down every request you send me from here on and let you keep them in that nice new jail of yours. And I’ll be sure to let the state authorities know that the sheriff of Bergen County has misgivings about the security at the asylum. They can send you up to Morris Plains to tell them exactly where they’re going wrong. Would you like that, Bob?”

Sheriff Heath sighed. “No, Your Honor. I think they do a fine job up there. It’s just that this is an unusual case.”

“Thank you for telling me, Sheriff. I hadn’t noticed.”
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DR. OGDEN WAS DELAYED in getting to the courthouse because a boy had been kicked by a goat and it looked as though he might lose an eye. It took another hour to calm the boy and do something about the eye. Once he arrived, there was yet another delay as Baron von Matthesius pretended to be comatose and could not be roused. It took a bucket of ice water, brought in under absolute silence so as not to alert the inmate and give him time to brace himself against shock, to bring him, shrieking, to his feet.

By the time he was alert and delivered back into the courtroom, I was supposed to have left for Fleurette’s Christmas pageant. I had been conscripted into pouring punch in the lobby before the show.

“All the other girls have mothers,” she’d pleaded, looking up at me with enormous liquid eyes. “They’ve all made tarts and cookies to raise money for next year’s costumes. I don’t have anyone to make tarts for me.”

“You poor creature.” I lowered myself to the divan and stroked her hair. “Was Bessie truly too busy to bake anything at all for you?” Our brother’s wife was the only member of the family to be trusted with a pie.

She giggled and punched me in the ribs, which hadn’t entirely healed. “All you have to do is pour the punch! You don’t even have to make the punch. Just stand there and put it into cups. Do you think you can do that?”

“I suppose I could,” I said, still trying to think of a reason why I couldn’t.

“And don’t tell me you’ll be needed at the jail. I’ll speak to Sheriff Heath myself. He’ll force you to go. You know he does anything I ask him to do.”

“Sheriff Heath is not as charmed by you as you might believe. He’s cordial to everyone, even to girls who make unreasonable demands.”

In the end, though, I agreed to be there. Fleurette also invited Sheriff and Mrs. Heath, and Deputy and Mrs. Morris. It was because of this invitation that Sheriff Heath sent me out of the courtroom just as von Matthesius was being brought in.

“Go and attend to your punch bowl,” he whispered as the proceedings were about to begin.

“Now? I couldn’t possibly.”

“We all have our duties.”

“Won’t you need me to testify?”

“I’ll be the only one called to speak. It won’t make a difference anyway. The judge was impressed by his performance, and you know as well as I do that von Matthesius will pull one trick after another in this courtroom until he gets what he wants. Go on before you get us both into trouble with Miss Fleurette. I’ll be there when I can.”

I had no choice but to slip out of the courtroom just as Baron von Matthesius was being wheeled in by his attorney, with a dour-faced Dr. Ogden following behind.

 

“THERE YOU ARE!” Fleurette shrieked, and ran across the lobby to meet me. I’d been instructed to arrive an hour before the first ticket holders would be admitted. The lobby was empty save for a few women setting out trays on a table. Fleurette wore a red velvet dress with the sheer sleeves she favored in winter and summer.

“We don’t have much time,” she said, skidding to a stop in front of me. “Let’s get you dressed.”

“I’m already dressed.” Even as I said it I knew that I’d been trapped.

She took my hand and led me down the stark narrow hallway past the backstage entrance, where the younger children were already gathering behind the curtain and practicing their dance steps. She backed into a dressing room, tugging at both of my hands, bouncing up and down on her toes in that gleeful manner of hers.

“Give me your hat,” she demanded, and I surrendered. What choice did I have?

Fleurette had managed to get hold of a length of Chinese pongee silk dyed a deep wine red, and had sewn a walking suit and duster set with a wide and handsome collar, fabric-covered buttons, a perfectly tailored cummerbund, and embroidered cuffs. There was a single pleat down the front and a piece of braid joining several pleats in the back. The duster slid over it and buttoned off to the side, which Fleurette assured me was very much in style.

It was, I had to admit, an extraordinary piece of work. No dress had ever fitted me so well. “I left out the bone stays,” she said as she buttoned the bodice around me. “You can breathe in it.”

I took a deep breath and the dress expanded to precisely the girth of my rib cage. “It really is fine. Although I’m not sure I would’ve chosen red . . .”

“Don’t be ridiculous! You can’t go around in gray and tweed all the time. Just look at yourself.”

I turned to the mirror propped up on the dressing table. The red brought color into my cheeks and turned my eyes almost green, and the precise tailoring made me look—not slimmer, exactly, but better proportioned. The silk rustled agreeably when I moved.

Fleurette put her arm around my waist and leaned against me. We made a comical sight in the mirror, a tall and matronly woman in a handsome tailored suit alongside a young girl in greasepaint.

I had no choice but to submit to her hairstyling efforts as well, so I was wearing an elaborate top-knot with a ribbon woven through it that hardly felt like it would hold. I would have to pour punch with my chin held very still for fear that it would all come tumbling down at once.

 

THE LINE FOR PUNCH was surprisingly orderly. The mothers of the other girls had done this sort of thing before and knew that the crowd should be made to pass by a long string of tables, each laden with sponge cakes and jelly rolls, almond creams and stuffed dates, Scottish fancies and marguerites. The time it took to choose from among them slowed them considerably, and they arrived at my punch table in measured doses so that I could handle them on my own. I had assumed that Norma would also work at the punch bowl, but she announced that she would arrive at her leisure and take a seat, which was exactly what she did.

“Look at you!” a familiar voice called as I was bent down behind my table to pick up another tray of cups. It was Bessie, with an arm around each of her children. The three of them looked me up and down in shock.

“What happened to you?” little Frankie asked.

“Are you going to be in the show?” Lorraine asked.

Bessie gave them each a shove. “Hush! You’ve just never seen your aunt Constance dressed for the theater before.” She grinned at me and stepped to the side so I could keep pouring punch for the crowd. “Did Fleurette make it?” she whispered. “She must have. She did your hair, too.”

“She did.”

“It’s perfect for you,” Bessie said. “Only I don’t know how she talked you into it.”

“I wasn’t talked into anything. It was forced upon me.”

“Well, it suits you.”

We were called to the theater just as my punch bowl emptied. My brother ran in at the last minute, having come directly from work. I filed in with the rest of the crowd and took my seat next to him and Bessie and the children. Norma sat next to me and on the other side we had places reserved for the Heaths and Morrises, but by the time the lights dimmed they still hadn’t arrived.

“Is something wrong at the jail?” Norma whispered.

I shook my head. “Just more nonsense with von Matthesius.”

The curtain parted and revealed a stage decorated to resemble a medieval castle, with stonework painted on a backdrop and tapestries draped from the walls. The lady and lord of the castle—as portrayed by Helen Stewart and an older boy I didn’t know—sat in high-backed chairs as the rest of their court filed in. There were ladies-in-waiting arranged around Helen like a chorus, Fleurette among them. The boys, dressed in tunics and tights, marched in carrying drums, zithers, bells, and trumpets.

“It’s going to be a noisy evening,” Norma whispered.

And it was, with a dogged pianist driving the raucous young musicians through performances of “Over the Hills of Bethlehem” and “When from the East the Wise Men Came.” Each song was accompanied by the arrival of still more members of the troupe, first bearing a yule log, then a boar’s head (which was made of some sort of pink leather and, thanks to Fleurette’s efforts, appallingly lifelike), then, at last, a wassail bowl and the entrance of Father Christmas.

I was still suffering from the aftermath of my wrestling match with von Matthesius. I shifted in my chair and tried to stretch my legs to ease the pain in my knee. All of this twisting and sighing annoyed Norma so much that she elbowed me in the ribs, which resurrected another ache and made it even more difficult to sit still.

I was about to give up and go stand in the back of the theater when Sheriff Heath slid into the seat next to me. He was still in his everyday worsted suit, which suggested he hadn’t had time to go home and change for the evening. Mrs. Heath and the children must have been waiting for him, wondering when their Christmas Eve would begin. I started to tell him that he should have left me waiting and gone home to them, but it was impossible to think of anything but von Matthesius.

“What happened?” I asked, even though the answer was already sinking like a stone inside of me.

He watched the children perform an awkward little dance that involved holding hands and doing something like a waltz in a circle. The older ones had practiced and did their parts with a kind of wooden precision, but the younger children abandoned any attempt at following the steps and just hopped up and down, grinning broadly at the audience. Laughter and applause went around the room, and while it did, Sheriff Heath leaned over and said, “Judge Seufert ordered the Baron to Morris Plains. I sent him there straight away. I don’t want to see him again.”

“Surely he didn’t give credence to a criminal over Dr. Ogden and the rest of us?”

Norma kicked me and leaned over to glare pointedly at Sheriff Heath. We sat quietly until the trumpets burst into a chorus and then he said, “He babbled like an idiot when they brought him back in, and then he stripped off almost every stitch of clothing right in front of the judge. We all stood up and said it was an act, but how do you prove that a man is sane when he’s acting insane?”

There was an enthusiastic round of applause following the trumpets. I couldn’t bring myself to join in.

“He’ll break out within a week,” I said.

“I know. But it’ll be their fault if he runs this time, and their job to bring him back.”

I shut my eyes against the image of the nurse or orderly or guard who would be the next to take the blame for von Matthesius’s escape. I’d been trying to absolve myself of responsibility, but in fact I was only passing it on. If he succeeded again—and I had no doubt that he would—the failings and missteps that allowed him to get away would belong to someone else and would haunt them the way I was haunted.

“And what are we to do?” I whispered to the sheriff.

He gave me the smallest smile and nudged my arm with his.

“We go back to work, Deputy.”

The lights came down on the stage and a little girl of about ten stepped into the spotlight to sing the first lines of “It Came upon the Midnight Clear.” The other girls gathered in a semi-circle and hummed behind her. She was a perfect angel of a child, her hair smoothed into black ringlets and topped with a red velvet bow. She reminded me of Fleurette at that age. Norma must’ve been thinking the same thing, because she glanced over at me and smiled a little.

Beatrice Fuller could have stood among those girls only a few years ago. Even Providencia Monafo had been this young once, and she might have sung with the other girls at Christmastime just like this. All the women under my care—the pickpockets, the arsonists, the runaways—each one of them had been these girls, or some version of them.

Every girl stepped up to take her part. Helen sang the third verse.

 

Yet with the woes of sin and strife

The world has suffered long;

Beneath the angel-strain have rolled

Two thousand years of wrong.



 

Then Fleurette stood next to her and took the rest of the verse. She sang clearly and confidently, with a quiet humility I hadn’t often seen in her. The first line came with such tenderness that it seemed as if it was meant for each one of us. Sheriff Heath sighed and sank deeper into his chair.

 

And man, at war with man, hears not

The love-song which they bring.



 

I closed my eyes and pictured Baron von Matthesius settling in for his first night of sleep in one of the long, cold dormitories at the Morris Plains asylum. He would’ve already taken note of the windows and the doors, and he would be awake now, listening to the footfalls of the nurses, memorizing their routes on the night watch.

But Fleurette’s voice banished the criminals and lunatics from my mind, if only for one night.

 

O hush the noise, ye men of strife,

And hear the angels sing.





[image: [Image]]
Constance Kopp, 1915. This photograph accompanied newspaper stories about the von Matthesius case.

Ithaca Daily News, December 22, 1915, evening edition




Historical Notes, Sources, and Acknowledgments

AS WITH THE FIRST BOOK in the series, Girl Waits with Gun, this novel is based on actual events and people, but it is a work of fiction, populated by fictional characters inspired by their real-life counterparts. This time, the title does not come from a real-life headline about Constance, but is inspired by several real-life headlines from the era about women in law enforcement.

According to newspaper reports, Constance Kopp was asked by Sheriff Heath to help find the escaped prisoner Dr. von Matthesius, but she was not actually responsible for his escape. At the time, she was not yet a deputy. I don’t know exactly why she hadn’t been hired on officially. It really was true that New Jersey had only just recently passed a law allowing women to serve as police officers, and the law did not mention deputy sheriffs. It’s also true that the sheriff of New York County tried to hire women deputies in 1912, but was prevented from doing so because the law required that deputies be eligible to vote. That law remained in place and became irrelevant when women in New York won the right to vote in 1917.

Regardless, Constance did prove herself to Sheriff Heath through her work on the von Matthesius case. She really did arrest Felix, although I don’t know the exact details of the arrest. In real life, Felix’s son Hans was also arrested in connection with the case. All of the troubles Sheriff Heath faced—the dentistry bills for inmates, the possibility of serving jail time for the escape—were reported in the newspapers as I have described them.

The police in New York did call the sheriff several times, believing they had captured the fugitive when in fact they had the wrong man. And Sheriff Heath and Constance really did work with Reverend Weber to send a letter via general delivery. Reinhold Dietz and Rudy Schilga were real people who played more or less the same roles described here. The last night of the hunt and the capture of von Matthesius happened almost exactly as described. Von Matthesius was, in fact, sentenced to the Morris Plains Insane Asylum (later called Greystone), but in real life his sentencing did not happen until April 1916.

I never have discovered the exact nature of von Matthesius’s crimes. Beatrice Fuller and Dr. Rathburn are fictional characters, but the three boys who reported him actually were named Louis Burkhart, Frederick Shipper, and Alfonso Youngman. I know nothing more about their real lives, so everything but their names is fiction.

The character of Henri LaMotte is fictional, although there really were photographers who specialized in collecting evidence. Also fictional are the women Constance met in New York: Geraldine, Carrie, and Ruth. The Mandarin Hotel is based on many similar hotels for women that existed in New York at the time. (If Constance had stayed in a hotel that also served men, she would have gone in through a separate women’s entrance, aimed at protecting women against even the suspicion of impropriety.)

Providencia Monafo really did shoot her boarder Saverio Salino, but the bit about aiming for her husband, and wanting to stay in jail for protection from him, is fiction. Also, in real life, her crime occurred a few months earlier than it does in this novel.

Many other small details are true to actual events, as you’ll see from the list of citations that follow. Grayce van Horn really was Sheriff Heath’s maid and was frightened by a prisoner, although that prisoner was not von Matthesius. Murray’s was a fantastic and highly theatrical restaurant near Times Square, where packages of a very interesting nature were sometimes exchanged in the cloakroom. The general delivery plan really was almost canceled by the post office because women were using it to send illicit correspondence to their lovers. Ida Higgins’s fictional story illustrates a forgotten fact about those days: witnesses were often held in jail just like the criminals they were expected to testify against. For more on this topic, I highly recommend Carolyn B. Ramsey’s excellent article “In the Sweat Box: A Historical Perspective on the Detention of Material Witnesses,” Ohio State Journal of Criminal Law 6, no. 2 (2009): 681.

And poetry lovers may recognize Dr. Williams. William Carlos Williams lived in Rutherford in those days and practiced medicine from his house overlooking Park Avenue. He was involved in all sorts of public health issues at the time. One of the great joys of reading through newspapers on microfilm from those days is to come across a letter to the editor from Dr. W. C. Williams, advocating for some improvement to local health care. I have no reason to believe that he knew Dr. von Matthesius or Constance Kopp, but it’s at least possible that he did. I urge you to read his book The Doctor Stories if you’d like to know more about what his medical practice might have been like.

I don’t know what, exactly, Norma and Fleurette were doing during the months covered in this narrative, but Fleurette really did sing a soprano solo at a concert with a girl named Helen Stewart and entered singing competitions in Paterson. Norma’s interest in pigeons is, as always, entirely fictional.

Belle Headison’s appointment as Paterson’s first policewoman was described in the New York Times on July 21, 1915 (“Name First Policewoman”). She did, in fact, serve without pay. Many of her opinions about the role of a woman in a police force (p. 3–4) came from newspaper articles describing commonly held beliefs about policewomen at the time, as well as accounts of conferences and congressional testimony on the subject. The Policewoman: Her Service and Ideals, by Mary E. Hamilton (Frederick A. Stokes Company, 1924), is a particularly good source. See pp. 4–7 of that book for a more extended version of the argument Belle Headison lays out about the proper role of policewomen.

 


The story of Lettie and Mr. Meeker (pp. 5–8) is drawn from similar accounts in Gloria Myers’s excellent book A Municipal Mother: Portland’s Lola Greene Baldwin, America’s First Policewoman (OSU Press, 1995).

Providencia Monafo’s shooting of Saverio Salino (p. 26) was described in the New York Times on July 14, 1915, in the article “Woman Shoots Boarder.”

“Prisoner Escapes by Ruse” (p. 82) ran in the New York Times on November 8, 1915.

“Alligators Terrify Diners” was the headline of the actual February 16, 1916, Jacksonville Dispatch newspaper article about the ill-fated Daughters of the American Revolution dinner that was ruined by a crocodile invasion (p. 94).

One of my most prized possessions is The Peace Officer’s Telegraph Code: An Economical and Secret Telegraph Code for the Exclusive Use of All Peace Officers of the English-Speaking World, by H. M. Van Alstine, published by the Peace Officer’s Telegraphic Code Co. in 1911 and used by Norma on p. 126.

There really were a series of tailors’ strikes on Fifth Avenue in the fall of 1915 (p. 141). See the New York Times’ “Row in Tailors’ Strike,” September 25, 1915, and “150,000 Tailors May Strike,” November 26, 1915.

The incident over the ashes left in the cloakroom at Murray’s on p. 147 was described in a New York Times article on November 29, 1915, titled “ ‘Bomb’ in Murray’s Is Mabel Hite’s Urn.”

The article on German pigeons flying around with cameras strapped to them, which so captivated Norma on p. 196, was found on p. 30 of the January 1916 edition of Popular Science.

The controversy over dentistry bills on p. 214 was described in the Trenton Evening Times on November 5, 1915, in an article called “Fancy Dentistry Jail Attraction.”

Frieda Burkel’s story (p. 215) was described in the Daily Star on December 8, 1915, under the unforgettable headline “Tar Tries to Kill Old Playmate: Biff!”

“Girl Deputy Sheriff ‘Pinches’ a Minister” (p. 256) ran in the New York Press on December 20, 1915. Other accounts quoted come from the New York Herald’s story on December 20, 1915, “Girl Detective Seizes Fugitive in Subway” and the New York Tribune’s “Girl Captures Fugitive Parson, Who Fights Her” on the same date.



 

Thanks to the volunteers and staff at the Bergen County and Passaic County historical societies, and to the librarians at the Johnson Public Library, Paterson Free Public Library, and Ridgewood Public Library, where I’ve spent more hours than I want to count reading microfilm, and to Billy Neumann for giving me the insider’s tour of Rutherford. Thanks also to the O’Dell and Birgel families, who have been so kind to share their memories of the real-life people who inspire my fictional characters. I’m endlessly grateful to Masie Cochran, my agent, Michelle Tessler, my editor, Jenna Johnson, and everyone else at Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Finally, all my love and appreciation to my husband, Scott Brown, who has been living with the Kopp sisters as long as I have.
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OUR TROUBLES BEGAN in the summer of 1914, the year I turned thirty-five. The Archduke of Austria had just been assassinated, the Mexicans were revolting, and absolutely nothing was happening at our house, which explains why all three of us were riding to Paterson on the most trivial of errands. Never had a larger committee been convened to make a decision about the purchase of mustard powder and the replacement of a claw hammer whose handle had split from age and misuse.

Against my better judgment I allowed Fleurette to drive. Norma was reading to us from the newspaper as she always did.

“‘Man’s Trousers Cause Death,’” Norma called out.

“It doesn’t say that.” Fleurette snorted and turned around to get a look at the paper. The reins slid out of her hands.

“It does,” Norma said. “It says that a Teamster was in the habit of hanging his trousers over the gas jet at night but, being under the influence of liquor, didn’t notice that the trousers smothered the flame.”

“Then he died of gas poisoning, not of trousers.”

“Well, the trousers—”

The low, goosey cry of a horn interrupted Norma. I turned just in time to see a black motor car barreling toward us, tearing down Hamilton and picking up speed as it crossed the intersection. Fleurette jumped up on the footboard to wave the driver off.

“Get down!” I shouted, but it was too late.

The automobile hit us broadside, its brakes shrieking. The sound of our buggy shattering was like a firecracker going off in our ears. We tumbled over in a mess of splintered wood and bent metal. Our harness mare, Dolley, faltered and went down with us. She let out a high scream, the likes of which I had never heard from a horse.

Something heavy pinned my shoulder. I reached around and found it was Norma’s foot. “You’re standing on me!”

“I am not. I can’t even see you,” Norma said.

Our wagon rocked back and forth as the motor car reversed its engine and broke free of the wreckage. I was trapped under the overturned rear seat. It was as dark as a coffin, but there was a dim shape below me that I believed to be Fleurette’s arm. I didn’t dare move for fear of crushing her.

From the clamor around us, I gathered that someone was trying to rock the wagon and get it upright. “Don’t!” I yelled. “My sister’s under the wheel.” If the wheel started to turn, she’d be caught up in it.

A pair of arms the size of tree branches reached into the rubble and got hold of Norma. “Take your hands off me!” she shouted.

“He’s trying to get you out,” I called. With a grunt, she accepted the man’s help. Norma hated to be manhandled.

Once she was free, I climbed out behind her. The man attached to the enormous arms wore an apron covered in blood. For one terrible second, I thought it was ours, then I realized he was a butcher at the meat counter across the street.

He wasn’t the only one who had come running out when the automobile hit us. We were surrounded by store clerks, locksmiths, grocers, delivery boys, shoppers—in fact, most of the stores on Market Street had emptied, their occupants drawn to the spectacle we were now providing. Most of them watched from the sidewalk, but a sizable contingent surrounded the motor car, preventing its escape.

The butcher and a couple of men from the print shop, their hands black with ink, helped us raise the wagon just enough to allow Fleurette to slide clear of the wheel. As we lifted the broken panels off her, Fleurette stared up at us with wild dark eyes. She wore a dress sheathed in pink taffeta. Against the dusty road she looked like a trampled bed of roses.

“Don’t move,” I whispered, bending over her, but she got her arms underneath herself and sat up.

“No, no, no,” said one of the printers. “We’ll call for a doctor.”

I looked up at the men standing in a circle around us. “She’ll be fine,” I said, sliding a hand over her ankle. “Go on.” Some of those men looked a little too eager to help with the examination of Fleurette’s legs.

They shuffled off to help two livery drivers, who had disembarked from their own wagons to tend to our mare. They freed her from the harness and she struggled to stand. The poor creature groaned and tossed her head and blew steam from her nostrils. The drivers fed her something from their pockets and that seemed to settle her.

I gave Fleurette’s calf a squeeze. She howled and jerked away from me.

“Is it broken?” she asked.

I couldn’t say. “Try to move it.”

She screwed her face into a knot, held her breath, and gingerly bent one leg and then the other. When she was finished she let her breath go all at once and looked up at me, panting.

“That’s good,” I said. “Now move your ankles and your toes.”

We both looked down at her feet. She was wearing the most ridiculous white calfskin boots with pink ribbons for laces.

“Are they all right?” she asked.

I put my hand on her back to steady her. “Just try to move them. First your ankle.”

“I meant the boots.”

That’s when I knew Fleurette would survive. I unlaced the boots and promised to look after them. A much larger crowd had gathered, and Fleurette wiggled her pale-stockinged toes for her new audience.

“You’ll have quite a bruise tomorrow, miss,” said a lady behind us.

The seat that had trapped me a few moments ago was resting on the ground. I helped Fleurette into it and took another look at her legs. Her stockings were torn and she was scratched and bruised, but not broken to bits as I’d feared. I offered my handkerchief to press against one long and shallow cut along her ankle, but she’d already lost interest in her own injuries.

“Look at Norma,” she whispered with a wicked little smile. My sister had planted herself directly in the path of the motor car to prevent the men from driving away. She did make a comical sight, a small but stocky figure in her split riding skirt of drab cotton. Norma had the broad Slavic face and thick nose of our father and our mother’s sour disposition. Her mouth was set in a permanent frown and she looked on everyone with suspicion. She stared down the driver of the motor car with the kind of flat-footed resolve that came naturally to her in times of calamity.

The automobilist was a short but solidly built young man who had an overfed look about him, hinting at a privileged life. He would have been handsome if not for an indolent and spoiled aspect about his eyes and the tough set of his mouth, which suggested he was accustomed to getting his way. His face was puffy and red from the heat, but also, I suspected, from a habit of putting away a quart of beer at breakfast and a bottle of wine at night. He was dressed exceedingly well, in striped linen trousers, a silk waistcoat with polished brass buttons, and a tie as red as the blood seeping through Fleurette’s stockings.

His companions tumbled out of the car and gathered around him as if standing guard. They wore the plain broadcloth suits of working men and carried themselves like rats who weren’t accustomed to being spotted in the daylight. Each of them was unkempt and unshaven, and a few kept their hands in their pockets in a manner that suggested they might be reaching for their knives. I couldn’t imagine where this gang of ruffians had been off to in such a hurry, but I was already beginning to regret that we had been the ones to get in their way.

The driver waved his arms and shouted for the crowd to clear the road. The other men took up his command and started yelling at the onlookers and pushing at them like drunks in a barroom brawl—all but one of them, who backed away and tried to run. He stumbled and the men in the crowd easily took hold of him. With twenty or so people blocking the way, the motor car’s engine sputtered and died, but the shouting and shoving went on.

I couldn’t catch Norma’s eye. She was taking them in, too, the outrage draining from her face as she realized that this gang was trouble.

The shopkeepers, clerks, and drivers of other automobiles now stalled along the curb were all barking orders and pointing fingers at once.

“You’re going to pay these ladies for what you did!” one yelled.

“Their horse spooked!” the driver shouted back. “They ran right in front of us!”

A ripple of dissent rose up. Everyone knew that the horse was never to blame in these collisions. A horse could watch where it was going, but an automobile with an inattentive driver could not. These boys had obviously had something on their minds besides the traffic when they roared into town.

I couldn’t leave Norma to face them by herself. I gave Fleurette a firm pat to keep her planted on the buggy seat and ran around to stand next to Norma. All eyes traveled over to me. As the tallest and the oldest, I must have looked like the responsible party.

There was no one to introduce us, but it was the only way I knew to begin.

“I am Constance Kopp,” I said, “and these are my sisters.”

I addressed the men with all the dignity I could muster, considering that I’d just been upside down in an overturned buggy. The driver of the motor car looked pointedly away as if he couldn’t be bothered to listen to me, and in fact made a great show of behaving as if I weren’t standing right in front of him. I took a breath and spoke louder. “As soon as we settle on the damages, you may be on your way.”

The one who had tried to run away—a tall, thin man with droopy eyes and a prominent front tooth—leaned over and whispered something to the rest of them. They appeared to be making some kind of plan. As he hobbled around to discuss the situation, I saw that his limp was caused by a wooden leg.

The driver of the automobile nodded at his friends and reached for the door handle. He was going to push through the crowd and drive off without a word! Norma started to say something but I held her back.

He pried the door open. Seeing no alternative, I ran over and slammed it shut.

This elicited a satisfied little gasp from the bystanders, who were clearly enjoying themselves. I saw no choice but to press my advantage. I stepped up and stood as tall as I possibly could, which meant that I towered above him considerably. He was about to address my collarbone, but thought better of it and lifted his chin to stare me in the face. His mouth hung open slightly, and as I watched, perfectly round beads of sweat bloomed in even rows above his lip.

“I suppose we may require a new buggy, as you seem to have smashed this one beyond repair,” I said. A pin sprung loose from my hat at that moment and rang like a tiny bell as it hit the gravel. I had to force myself not to look down at it and hoped there were no other pins or fasteners working their way loose, as they could in moments of great agitation like these.

“Get offa my car, lady,” he said between clenched teeth.

I glared down at him. Neither of us moved. “If you refuse to pay, then I must see your license plate,” I declared.

He lifted one brow as if issuing a challenge. At that I marched around to write the plate number in a little notebook I carried in my handbag.

“Don’t bother with this,” Norma said from just behind me. “I don’t like them looking at us.”

“I don’t either, but we need his name,” I said in a low hiss.

“I don’t care to know his name.”

“But I do.”

People were starting to crane their necks to hear us argue. I walked back around to the man and said, “Perhaps you’ll save me the trouble of asking the state of New Jersey for your name and address.”

He looked around at the crowd and, seeing no alternative, leaned toward me. He smelled of hair tonic and (as I’d suspected) liquor and the hard, metallic stench that leaked out of all the factories in town. He spat the particulars at me, releasing a wave of abdominal breath that forced me to take a step back as I wrote them down: Henry Kaufman of Kaufman Silk Dyeing Company on Putnam.

“That will do, Mr. Kaufman,” I said, in a voice loud enough for the others to hear. “You’ll have our invoice in a few days.”

He made no answer but swung back into the driver’s seat. One of his friends gave the engine a hard crank and the motor roared to life. They all climbed aboard and the car lurched ahead, clearing a path through the mob of shoppers. Men held their horses back and mothers pulled their children to the sidewalks as the motor car careened away.

Norma and I watched the dust rise up behind Henry Kaufman’s tires and settle back down again.

“You let them go?” Fleurette said from her perch on our buggy’s broken seat. She had assumed the pose of an audience member at a play and seemed very disappointed in our performance.

“I didn’t want to spend another minute with them,” Norma said. “They’re the worst people I’ve ever seen. And look what they’ve done to your leg.”

“Is it broken?” asked Fleurette, who knew it wasn’t but loved to elicit from Norma one of her gloomy predictions.

“Oh, probably, but we can set the bone ourselves if we have to.”

“I suppose my dancing career is at an end.”

“Yes, I believe it is.”

The livery drivers led a shaky but intact Dolley back to us. What remained of our buggy had been moved to the sidewalk, where it lay in a dozen or so pieces.

“I’m not sure it can be repaired,” one of the liverymen said, “but I could send my stable boy around to the carriage shops to inquire.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that,” Norma said. “Our brother will come and fetch it. He drives a wagon for work.”

“But let’s not involve Francis!” Fleurette protested. “He’ll blame it on my driving.”

I stepped between them, not wanting the liveryman to withdraw his offer of help while we squabbled. “Sir, if you could send your boy to my brother’s place of business, I’d be very grateful.” I wrote down the address of the basket importer where Francis worked.

“I’ll take care of it,” he said. “But how are you girls getting home?”

“Constance and I can walk,” Norma said quickly, “and our little sister will ride.”

I wasn’t sure I could walk. I was already stiff and sore from the crash and it would be past dark by the time we got home. But I was in no mood to debate Norma, so I accepted the man’s offer of a saddle for Dolley. We lifted Fleurette into place and wrapped her injured foot in a flour sack before sliding it into the stirrup. Norma took hold of Dolley’s reins and we shuffled down Market, looking more like refugees from a war than three sisters out shopping for an afternoon.

Ordinarily, I would have considered getting run down by an automobile to be the worst sort of catastrophe that could befall the three of us. But this was not to be an ordinary year.


Buy the Book

Visit www.hmhco.com or your favorite retailer to purchase the book in its entirety.
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