
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


IVORY JOE

 


A Novel by Martyn Burke

 


First published by Bantam in the US and Seal
in Canada, 1991.

 


Published by Bev Editions at Smashwords

 


ISBN:
978-0-9867287-5-4

 


Copyright 2010 Martyn Burke

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If
you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 


TO FREDA AND LES

and their love letters that are still
glowing. After all these years.

 


Your name is like a golden bell hung in my
heart; and when I think of you

I tremble and the bell swings and rings—

-CYRANO DE BERGERAC

by Edmond Rostand
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New York—1954

Leo is pounding on the door telling us to let
him in. So far he's been nice about it. But now he's starting to
remind us that he's our father. We all know that. We know that's
trouble because most of the time Leo can hardly remember he's got
two daughters. Leo should have had boys. We all know that. Some
runty little Leo junior he could take to the fights at Madison
Square Garden. Someone to turn his companies over to when he gets
old. But that's not our fault. Ruthie is stalling for time. She's
cooler than I am. She always is. "How do we know it's really you,
Daddy? How do we know you're not just some man that sounds like
you?" she says staring right into the door. Ruthie is older than
me. Thirteen. "If it's really you, tell us what our names are."

Why can't I think of a good question like
that? Half the time when he's cruising around town being Mr.
Broadway in his Cadillac with his girlfriends Leo can't even
remember our names. I've seen it happen. His eyes get sort of all
jittery when he has to introduce us to one of them—his doxies as
Mother calls them. He tries to cover up not remembering our names
and he makes it all a big joke. He calls us Rapunzel and Rebecca.
Or Betty and Boopsy. And some of his doxies are so dumb they don't
know he's blown it and is still trying to figure out what he named
his own kids. "Well hello Rapunzel," they'll say looking at us all
gushy and sappy. Like this is the way our new mother should act.
But we know they'll just be around until Leo gets tired of them. A
month makes them veterans.

"Christie, Ruthie, open the door." Now we are
in trouble. We've got to open the door. Even though Mother has told
us a zillion times never to let Leo in the apartment when she's not
there. It's all part of the war between them. But Ruthie and I know
what the real problem is. They just love each other too much. It's
that simple. But do you think either of them can see it? Fat
chance. I unlock the door and open it. Leo stands there in his silk
suit grinning at us. We know he's the handsomest father in the
whole world. The light in the hallway shines down, catching the
sharp edges of his face. Most of those edges got there from the
times he was beaten up. But if they were trying to make him ugly it
didn't work. The more they broke up Leo's face the better he
looked. The only problem is that when he doesn't smile he looks
like the Aztec mask over in the museum beside Central Park.

"Where's Mother?" asks Ruthie.

"She's fine. I'm going to be looking after
you tonight."

This has never happened before. Not like
this. And when Stanley comes huffing out of the elevator, we know
something is definitely weird. Stanley is Leo's driver. Almost his
friend. Leo always sits in the front seat beside Stanley. Right now
Stanley has his tongue sticking between his lips. He is carrying a
big silver tray with white napkins covering some lumpy stuff
underneath.

"I had Stanley go out and get us all some
dinner."

We've got to be the only kids in all New York
and probably the world to have food sent in from the Copacabana.
But Leo can be sneaky sometimes. Not answering you directly and
hoping you'll forget. "When's Mother coming back?" I ask.

"Tomorrow morning." Leo musses up my hair. I
like it when he does that.

"Where is she?"

"In jail," Leo says with a big smile.

"Not again," says Ruthie.
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Even before we finish our Copacabana dinner
we can tell something big is going to happen. It's going to be
another one of Leo's doozies.

He's telling us that we have to go to bed at
the regular time and not pay attention to the noise. What noise? we
ask him. Oh, just a few friends dropping in, Leo says as Stanley is
putting away Mother's vases and calling Steinberg's Deli ordering
take-out for sixty people. Leo is being extra nice, which also
means trouble. Whenever he knows he's going to have a fight with
Mother he turns on the charm. He wants us to take his side. That's
one of the ways they fight with each other.

Leo carefully explains that he was supposed
to throw a party tonight for his best friend Arnie Dalitz. But
because he's looking after us he can't have the party at his place.
That makes sense doesn't it? Ruthie and I nod and look at each
other. Mother's place where we live is a lot nicer than Leo's
apartment. But that's only because Leo hasn't unpacked most of his
furniture even though he's been there two years. Home-type details
don't mean much to Leo. Even when he was living here all he ever
did was leave little bundles of money around to look after whatever
had to be done. Our apartment is really big. One side looks out on
West End Avenue and all the bedrooms are down a long hallway. Mine
looks down on 8ist Street and if you press your face against the
window you can see the boats going up the Hudson River.

Arnie Dalitz has been Leo's best friend since
they were my age. They both lived in the Bronx and were poor. Now
Leo owns a big company and Arnie just got out of Sing Sing
penitentiary yesterday. Arnie has been locked there for three
years. He's in the rackets. But Leo will never tell us what the
rackets are. Just a bunch of guys having fun he says. A lot of
Leo's friends are in the rackets. Mother always kept warning Leo
his friends would get him thrown in jail someday. When I remind Leo
of this he says but look who's in jail tonight. Your mother.

Leo has an answer for everything.

Mother's in jail because she was picketing
Leo's company again. This used to happen even when they lived here
together. Every time the International Ladies' Garment Workers'
Union went on strike against Frolic Frocks, Inc., Mother was there
with all the little Italian and Polish ladies who worked in the
factory. She'd take food down to the picket lines. And sometimes
Leo would come home to find half his factory eating dinner in the
dining room. Once he walked in while they were voting on his offer.
But Mother picketed lots of places. Once she took me with her on a
freezing cold day. We went to a big warehouse building on 28th
Street where steam roared from the windows high up. It was like
smoke from a dragon's nose. The steam came from the pressing
machines inside the factory where a lot of foreign ladies were
sewing clothes. It was so cold inside you could see their breath.
They were all bundled up in ragged coats and gloves with the
fingers cut out so they could sew. A lot of them were coughing. The
owner came roaring in. A big fat man. The kind whose arms stick out
at his side like flippers. He started yelling at Mother, telling
her she'd be arrested for trespassing. Mother never took that kind
of guff from anyone. She started chasing the man around his own
factory. Yelling at him to turn on the heat. Three weeks later Leo
brought the fat man home to drink some whiskey after they'd been
out gambling. When he saw Mother the fat man went white like a
fish. But Mother just smiled sweetly.

Mother is like that. If she sees a milkman
beating the horse that pulls his cart, she'll go over and start
hitting the milkman. It's nothing personal. Even Leo knows that.
But Leo has made sure we know what the problem is. The problem is
that Mother started leading pickets around Morgen's restaurant.
Morgen's is the place at the bottom of the garment building on
Seventh Avenue. Leo and all the other big garment guys in the
building eat lunch there. They eat their steaks and then suck
things out of their teeth and tell each other how bad business is.
Leo says it was a mistake for Mother to do what she did. To teach
the picketers to stand outside and yell insults about the
waistlines of the big garment guys. Enough is enough, Leo says.
Your mother is breaking the law. But Mother says Leo and his
friends played poker with some policemen one night. They let the
policemen win a lot of money and drink a lot of whiskey. The next
day Mother was in jail for trespassing.

It's midnight. Ruthie and I can look down the
long hallway and see them playing poker and dancing with the
models. The whole living room is packed and the smoke looks like a
fog rolling down the hallway. Leo must be winning because we can
see him laughing a lot. And Arnie Dalitz is there in his new shiny
suit, drinking whiskey and putting his arm around all the girls.
Like a lot of the men there he calls them all sweetheart.
They say the word out of the side of heir mouth. The whole place is
filled with sweethearts. But I've never heard Leo say
that.

The ponies finally show up. They're always
the most fun. The ponies are the short dancers at the Copacabana.
The tall ones they just call showgirls. It's real interesting to
watch Leo around the ponies. A couple of them know his weak spots.
One little blonde goes over and musses up his hair while he's
playing cards. And rubs the back of his neck. Leo pretends he's too
busy playing poker but when she goes to get him a drink you can see
him watch her over the top of his glasses. The pony is probably
thinking of what kind of wedding dress to wear. And checking the
living room to see if it would hold all her bridesmaid ponies. Fat
chance. That doxie. Sometimes Leo can be so dumb. For your
information Ruthie and I are both ponies.

There's some kind of noise coming from the
hall around the comer. It sounds like one of the radiators has
burst again except the heat's not on. Ruthie and I creep around the
corner in our nightgowns. It's coming from Mother's bedroom. But
the door is closed. So we run to the spare bedroom right next to
Mother's. There's a bathroom with doors on both sides and even as
we're tiptoeing through it we can hear Arnie Dalitz. And one of the
ponies! In our mother's bedroom! "Oh baby, it's been three years,"
he says. And you can hear her giggle and say he hasn't forgotten
anything.

Forgotten what? Ruthie tells me to shut up as
she puts her face up against the door and opens it a tiny sliver.
She spins around and even in the darkness I can see her mouth is
wide open and her eyes are like pinwheels. "He's got a boner," she
gasps. A what? I ask. "Stupid," she hisses. "Don't you know
anything? That's what Margie Lewicki says her brother calls it."
Ruthie dives back to the door and I crawl under her to watch
too.

I can't believe it!

There's Arnie Dalitz, all hairy like Mrs.
Knightley's dog, rolling all over Mother's bed with nothing
on. And the pony! He's tearing off her clothes. I can't tell for
sure if she likes it but I think she does. It's a good thing
Mother's in jail.

Then Ruthie starts making funny noises.
Something's wrong. She's trying to whisper something but she just
makes these noises and points to her mouth. She's stuck to the
bathroom door. Her braces are caught in the string bag Leo stapled
to the door to hold his magazines when he lived here. How am I
supposed to know what to do? I'm starting to panic. Ruthie is
making gurgling sounds and I can see Arnie Dalitz's white bum going
up and down like he's doing some kind of exercise on top of that
pony in Mother's bed. He's hurting her. I can tell because she's
moaning and he's not even stopping. All I can think of is Mother
and the milkman's horse. So I grab a towel and push open the door.
Ruthie lets out a howl. Arnie Dalitz is howling too and so is the
pony. I start hitting Arnie Dalitz with the towel, yelling at the
pony to get away while she can. Ruthie is rolling all over the
floor holding her mouth.

Lights go on all over the place and people
start running through the whole apartment. Arnie Dalitz is hopping
around like a stork trying to put his pants on. Leo comes racing in
with a whole bunch of his friends who are holding their cards.
Everybody's yelling at once.

And then everybody stops yelling. The phone
is ringing. Leo tells everyone to be quiet. He looks at the phone
like it's a bomb. It rings a lot and then it stops. Leo looks
relieved. Then it starts ringing again. Leo shouts at Stanley to
answer it. The whole apartment is very quiet. You can hear Stanley
talking on the telephone but you can't hear what he's saying. Leo
is shooing everyone out of the bedroom and making shushing moves
with his fingers. Then Stanley yells in a real phony voice.

"Leo, are you awake? It's Tina."

Leo's eyes go a little wider and he hurries
back to the living room. Suddenly Ruthie and I are left alone in
the bedroom with the pony, who looks like she's been running in a
rainstorm. She just sits there on the bed breathing hard through
her nose with her little red lips clamping tighter together.
Staring at me. Just staring. Can you believe it? Not even a
thank you.

You're very welcome I say, marching out into
the hallway. In the living room everyone is very still like a
painting. Only Leo moves. He paces back and forth staring at the
floor as he talks to Mother. All the poker players are pretending
to watch him when I can see they're really trying to look at each
other's cards. "Tina, I'm really glad you're okay," he says. "I was
worried about you. . . . Of course I do. . . . I didn't mean what I
said about you either. . . . You know, out there on the street. The
part about being a communist. Look, I know. I know. You're just
doing what you feel you have to.”

This is really something. Leo hasn't talked
like this to Mother since before he moved out. I knew they'd get
back together again!

I rush into the bedroom to tell Ruthie but
she's standing over the extension phone like a cat over a bug.
Ruthie! I whisper as loud as I can. You can't listen to them.
That's personal!

"It's our lives too, you know. Besides,
nothing Leo ever does is personal," says Ruthie, staring daggers at
me. She lifts up the phone real real carefully. I figure what the
heck, if she's listening it's not going to make any difference if I
do too. So I go and horn in just in time to hear Mother ask if the
girls are okay.

"Sound asleep. Just tucked them in. You know
I was looking down at them while they were sleeping and thinking
Tina and I sure made a couple of great kids." Honestly, Leo.

"Leo, it makes me feel good to hear you say
that. You know there's no need for you to sleep on the couch. Why
don't you use my bed?"

"Aw, Tina, thanks. But you know. There's too
many memories.

And I . . ."I think I'm going to barf. Can
you believe it? Like he's searching for words. While Arnie
Dalitz's pony is spread all over the bed. Along with Leo's
memories. "How are the Tombs?" Leo says.

"Like usual. Dirty. Stinking. A lot of
prostitutes. And about twenty of us." Mother's voice is a little
shaky.

"Well, at least you'll be out in the
morning."

"Leo, I've been thinking about a lot of
things."

"So have I."

"Leo, can you talk? I mean is Stanley
around?"

"He's in the next room. I just had him drop
over with some milk for the girls." Hah! Booze for the doxies you
mean.

"Maybe we could talk things over. I mean,
things between us."

"Oh God, Tina. I would really like that."
Ruthie and I look at each other. He means it.

"Leo, I think I'm going to post bail. I can
be home in an hour."

"Honey, that would be great." Great? Are you
nuts, Leo? It would take us all night just to scrape up the stuff
that's been spilled. "Listen Tina, why don't I come down there and
..."

"What, Leo?"

"I just thought of something."

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Tell me."

"I ... I was wondering if it's right to get
out of jail when your fellow strikers would still have to stay
behind till morning. No! Tina, Tina, forget I said that—"

"Leo, wait. Maybe you're right. I can't leave
them, can I?" LeoLeoLeo. You sneaky cad you lousy rat you weasel
you. But what did I tell you? Leo has an answer for everything.
The party keeps going like someone has pulled a switch. The
racketeers and the big garment guys and the ponies are having a
great time. And Leo keeps winning. But something weird is
happening! The whole room is spinning around. Ruthie and I are
grabbing on to the walls that keep turning in circles. We can't
even put our mouths around the straw to drink the chocolate milk
that Stanley gave us. It's not exactly chocolate milk. It's
chocolate and something else. Stanley keeps saying would we like to
go to bed and I see Leo waving night-night. Actually I see two
Leos.

When the phone rings it sounds like the fire
bell at school going off in my head. The whole living room freezes
again and then Leo motions for Stanley to answer the phone.
"Hello," says Stanley and then he looks real funny before he says,
"She's not here. Any message?" Then he stares at the phone and
hangs up.

"Who's that?" asks Leo like someone has
stolen one of his aces.

Stanley still looks kind of funny. "Some
guy," he says. "It sounded like a Negro." He says it
knee-grow like he's chewing over the word. Negro? For Tina?
A couple of big garment guys check their watches and look at each
other, raising their eyebrows. "Three jacks," Leo says quickly.
Everyone acts real weird.

Boy are they dumb. Ruthie and I know who it
is. It's Ivory Joe. But the walls are doing cartwheels.

I've got to go to bed.
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What a headache.

Ruthie and I are both feeling around for
aspirins. We have a lot to do this morning. We're going to get Leo
and Mother back together again. It's definite. At least that's what
we tell ourselves until we go out into the living room. It looks
like Camp Wig-A-Mog on laundry day. Boys' laundry day. A disaster.
There's food everywhere. And those crummy-smelling cigars piled up
like dog doo in the ashtrays.

I hate the things. And Leo's playing cards,
the ones with naked women on the back, are all over the floor. I
catch Ruthie holding one of the cards and looking at herself
sideways in the mirror. No contest. Ruthie loses. She gets real
upset whenever I even tease her about that stuff so I shut up. We
find a nylon stocking. Which starts me thinking that maybe we'd
better do a check like they do at Camp Wig-A-Mog. To see if any
campers got left behind. Good thing we do. I find Mr. Kampelman
wedged between the wall and the back of the couch. Smelling of
booze. And with lipstick all over his white shirt. He's easy. Just
a shot of Grandma's smelling salts. The tough one is the pony in
the bathtub. The same one who never thanked me for helping save her
from Arnie Dalitz. She's a goner. Lying there snoring with a pillow
under her head. Her sweater is pulled up almost to her shoulders.
It's a good thing Ruthie's cleaning up the living room. Otherwise
she'd really get weird when she at the pony's chest and then looked
at herself in the mirror.

When I announce it's time to leave, the pony
looks at me with one eye and then goes back to sleep. I say it
again. Take it from me. I'm polite. But you should see what she
does. She opens that same eye and tells me to do the most
unbelievable thing to myself.

Not even garbage mouth Louis Makin at school
would say that.

Even when he had a crush on me and was trying
to impress me. I tell her I'm not going to take any guff from her.
But she's already asleep again. So I just let her have it with the
shower. Full blast. Cold only, and in our apartment cold is cold,
believe me. All of a sudden she's like a seal at the zoo. Sliding
all over. Feet in the air like flippers and making gagging noises
like when you put your fingers down your throat. Boy does she ever
get a soaker.

The pony I can handle okay. The real tough
one is Leo. He's up at least. He's always up. Leo only sleeps four
hours a night. He used to drive us nuts when he lived here, roaming
around in the middle of the night, coming into our room and asking
"Can't you sleep?" when we were sound asleep. Without anyone to
talk to Leo can sometimes get real goofy.

But right now Leo is convinced he's dying.
Every morning of his life especially after he got old and turned
forty Leo is convinced he's dying. Which he probably is. You would
too if you had half the booze the girlfriends the cigarettes the
nightclubs the parties and the gambling that Leo has. And that's on
top of being one of New York's smartest businessmen. Leo is sitting
up in bed looking the color of the sheets. "I don't feel so hot,"
he says. "I think it's serious this time, Christie."

This time? I mean honestly.

"Have you seen my black bag?" Leo asks in a
voice that sounds like he's ninety. Leo's black bag goes wherever
he goes. It's the kind the doctors carry, but he doesn't put the
same kind of stuff inside. It's crammed with pills. There are
dozens of bottles of them in all different colors and sizes.
Everything from aspirins to vitamins and a whole bunch of other
things. I get Leo's black bag and he starts pouring out the fistful
of pills muttering when he can't find the Royal Queen Bee Jelly
pills. So he settles for the blue pills in the little bottle marked
up.

Ruthie and I clean like crazy, vacuuming the
carpets opening all the windows and getting the guck off the dining
room table. There's no way Mother's going to walk in here and find
out what was going on last night. Not when there's a chance that
she and Leo can get back together. Even Leo gets into the act. He
starts drying all the dishes, which is real unusual for him. A good
sign we figure. And he also changes his doctor's appointment. Every
morning he gets an injection of vitamin B. To fire up the engine he
says. But today Stanley is sent to bring Dr. Taffler over here in
case Mother arrives early. Dr. Taffler handles a lot of the
gamblers who are friends of Leo's. I wouldn't let him even look at
my tonsils because he's real creepy like he should be running a
funeral parlor. He's kind of bulgy with hair stuck over his big
bald spot. The only time he smiles is when Leo pulls some money out
of his pocket and slaps it into his hand. Leo doesn't even count
the money.

Then we wait for Mother. Leo is fine now.
Which means he's like a Coke bottle when you shake it too much with
your finger over the top of it. He walks back and forth looks at
his watch makes a phone call and then does the same thing all over
again. Ruthie and I are proud of the job we've done. The apartment
looks perfect.

Now it's up to them. About 9:30 we get a
phone call from Mother's lawyer. This afternoon he says. They're
late with the bail hearings. That means we have to go to school
which means we need a note from a parent saying why we're late. We
explain this to Leo who looks like he can't figure it out. He's on
the phone asking about dress sales to Macy's and the horses at
Aqueduct. With the phone to his ear he gets a note pad and some
carbon paper which he puts between the first two pages. He
scribbles something stops, scribbles again mutters into the phone
and shakes his head. Finally after we start bugging him he tears
off the pieces of paper and gives us one each. I get the carbon
copy. It says: My kid is sick today—Leo K. On the bottom is some
more writing. It says: Misty Maiden—3rd—$500/Southern Dancer—6th—a
thou.

At school Mr. Alwyn just stares at the note
when I hand it to him. Then he looks at me. Then at the note again.
That's all. But his Adam's apple bobs up and down over his bow tie
a few times. I go to the School for Ethical Studies right on
Central Park West. There's a bunch of rich kids there. Their
parents all want to have kids who are brains. My best friend Susie
Leggat is a brain but her parents aren't loaded. She got there on a
scholarship because the school needs real brains otherwise the rich
kids won't be sent there. Susie's not even Jewish. But a bunch of
kids aren't. And me I'm half.

So who can think today? About the stamen and
the pistil and what Abe Lincoln said at Gettysburg and what 12
times 15 divided by 3 equals. When your mother's getting out of
jail again.

I pray for lunch period. Instead of hanging
around I walk up Central Park West to the museum where I sit eating
my sandwich looking at the dinosaur skeletons. The museum is where
I go when things get real nutty. It's nice and quiet in there. Most
of the time in the museum I make up stories about whatever it is
I'm looking at. This is where Leo is great too. He started coming
here to the museum with me sometimes. At first he didn't want to.
He thought it was too much like school which he got kicked out of.
But I got him learning about this stuff. The way to do it is make a
bet with him. When I bet him who could remember the most kinds of
stuffed monkeys in the glass cages the game was on. He cleaned me.
He has what he says is a photographic memory. He got twenty-nine
out of thirty- two. I only got nine. So I had to pay him a nickel.
Leo loved it because he had a daughter he could make bets with.
Almost as good as a son. I keep Leo going on our nickel bets.
Sometimes it goes to a dime. Already he's learned all the Indian
tribes in the Southwest the birds of Asia and the names of all the
major stars in the sky at night. He's great fun to learn with. He
loves it. But what he loves most is when I have to cough up my
nickel. Of course later he gives me a dollar for an ice cream cone
that costs a dime.

And last month I decided to risk the whole
dollar on the different kinds of totem poles. I caught Leo with
three library books on totem poles. And I heard him on the phone
bragging to Uncle Morris that he was teaching me! The joys of
betting. Is Leo ever out of it sometimes.

After lunch our class gets to go over to
Central Park and play a lot of girl-type games while the boys play
softball. Mostly we just watch the boys in our class who are
playing Mrs. Levine's class. Both Sara Kramer and I have a big
crush on Tubby Wilson. He may sound fat but he's not. He used to
be. He's pitching and is going to win up till the Manny Singh
fight. Manny's real name is Amand or something. But in this school
naturally he gets called Manny. His father's a big wheel from India
at their embassy here. Manny wears a turban and can hit home runs.
This time he belts one of Tubby's pitches. It should have been a
homer for sure. But when he was racing around second base that
dirty Louie Makin grabbed part of his turban. It started coming
undone with Louie hanging onto it like a water-skier.

Manny was almost at shortstop when he
realized what was happening. He went berserk. He ran back trying to
pound Louie Makin, yelling and holding onto his turban like crazy.
But the worst part was that the ball was thrown back to Louie Makin
while Manny was on the ground wrapping his turban. So Manny got
called out. You should have heard all the yelling. And then while
Louie Makin was laughing at him Manny kicked him right between the
legs. Louie Makin bit the dust. All the boys on Manny's team were
yelling hey right in the nuts and stuff like that. But Mrs. Levine
came and told us to get back to our girl-type games right away.
Later we found out that Manny was awarded the home run. And both he
and Louie Makin have to take ten extra ethics classes after school.
It serves Louie Makin right. He was just trying to impress me and
Sara.

Finally school ends. I race down to the
corner pay phone and call home. Mother answers. I say hi mom how
was jail and she laughs and tells me how much she loves me. I keep
fishing around to find out if Leo's there. Without actually asking
her. It's obvious he's not.

So I say bye and hang up and call Frolic
Frocks. Mrs. Weissman who's been there for a million years answers
with that voice of hers that sounds like when you take an old
bandage off fast. That rat Leo is still at the office. But Mrs.
Weissman gives me some line about him being tied up in a meeting
with some buyers. I tell her I'm about to be kidnapped by the Seven
Dwarfs who are right outside the phone booth. Sneezy's holding a
gun and Grumpy has the ransom note.

She says she'll check to see if he can come
to the phone. Leo comes on with his usual hi baby. I say listen
you'd better be back home when Ruthie and I get there. Otherwise
big trouble because we didn't clean up all that stuff for nothing.
And Mother's already waiting.

Leo goes through his ohmygod I forgot
about the time routine. Which I recite silently while he says
it. I know it as well as the Pledge of Allegiance.

Tonight everything is perfect. Dinner around
the table. Leo carving the roast. Him and Mother staring at each
other over the candles.

And Ruthie and I kicking each other under the
table every time we see them do anything. Leo's on his best
behavior. He gave her a kiss when he came in. He told her how
pretty she looked. For an ex-con he added and they both laughed.
Best of all he brought her a beautiful pair of earrings. You can
always tell the presents that Leo buys himself from the ones he
sends Stanley out to buy. Mother is real pleased.

She gives him a big hug and Ruthie shoots me
a wink. It's just like the old days. Actually I never saw those old
days. Ruthie says she remembers them though. But she gets fuzzy on
the details.

After dinner we're told it's early bedtime
tonight. Usually we'd moan but we know they want to be alone.
Besides one wall of Ruthie's bedroom is against the living room so
we put drinking glasses up against it and then put our ear to the
glasses and listen. We can hear a little bit. A few words. But we
can hear them laughing which is good. But something bothers me. I
don't know what it is. It makes me nervous.

So I go into my room and listen to The
Shadow. The Shadow's my favorite radio show where
wealthy young man-about-town Lamont Cranston has the hypnotic
power to cloud men's minds. I always wanted to be Margo Lane
his friend and companion the only person who knows to whom the
voice of the invisible man belongs.

Friend and companion my eye. She's obviously
his girlfriend. So why don't they say it? Tonight The Shadow
actually takes the bullets right out of the guns of the criminals
before they know he's even there. I yell to Ruthie to come and
listen but she's doing her chess exercises. Ruthie has a chessboard
taped to the ceiling and lies on her bed making moves in her head.
She's a brain.

We hear Leo and Mother head for the bedroom.
In a flash we're pressed up against the door to the hallway like
another coat of paint.

They're giggling. Ruthie's mouth is open. I
make a circle with my thumb and first finger. They go into the
bedroom. We even hear the bedsprings twang. You owe me one Leo I
say to myself. There's a lot of mushy remarks. Then there's a
silence.

Then Mother is yelling.

Leo starts yelling back. It's all muffled
until Mother opens the bedroom door and roars out into the hallway.
She's holding something. Leo comes running out. "Well whose are
they?" she yells.

"I don't know, I don't know," Leo yells back.
The truth.

"You son of a bitch. You've pulled this once
too often," Mother yells. "Get out." She throws what she's holding
at Leo. It falls to the floor like a dead butterfly. Like a frilly
lacy dead butterfly. A pair of pink underpants.

The pony's revenge.
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Ruthie and I listen through the closed door.
How could we blow it again? When we almost had them back together
and now they're yelling at each other? Ruthie throws herself on the
bed. "Checkmate," she says. "Time to clear the board and start a
new game."

Now they're both yelling about Ivory Joe. Leo
says, "Oh yeah, well who was that guy who called at one A.M.? Huh?
Sounded like a Negro." Kneee-gro. Mother tells him it's none
of his business and boy that really does it.

Actually Mother doesn't even tell us that
much about Ivory Joe.

She never says who he is or what he does. Or
why he phones her so much now. But I talk to him sometimes when he
phones and she's out. He has this great voice that sounds like
cotton candy coming out of the phone. "Is your mama there?" he
says. Mama? No one else ever called Mother mama.

By the next morning everything's back to
normal. Leo's living at his place and we're here. But something
different happens. When I get home the phone rings. It's Mother.
There's something important I have to do she says. In the top desk
drawer is a big envelope with GHOST LOVER written on it. I have to
find it, get money out of the glass jar in the kitchen and then get
a taxi to deliver it to the address she tells me. It has to get
there fast.

The taxi goes down Columbus Avenue and I'm
staring at the big envelope. It's not her writing on it. And what's
ghost lover? The address turns out to be the side of Carnegie Hall.
There is a glass sign beside the elevator that says Rehearsal
Halls. I think the elevator man scowls a bit when I tell him
which room I'm going to.

I get out of the elevator and walk down the
hall that smells kind of musty like old linoleum. Some of the doors
are open and you can look into the rooms where people are playing
music. In one of them four people are sitting playing big fat
violins. They don't look like they're having much fun. Further down
the hall I look into a room and see a lady with a harp. The whole
place is filled with music.

The kind that Ruthie would love. She's a
classical music nut.

When I get down to the room where Ivory Joe's
supposed to be the door is closed. But you can hear music coming
from inside. Different music. Not like the harp lady's. Or the
people with the fat violins. This stuff is faster and louder. Sort
of like a pounding sound.

On the door there's a piece of paper that
someone taped there and wrote on.

 


We would appreciate you continuing

to keep this door closed. When left open

it makes it impossible for us to

practice because of the noise.

signed

The Alhambra String Quartet

(and others)

 


I'm real nervous now. I know Ivory Joe's on
the other side of that door. I start imagining what he looks like.
Maybe big and scary like the Negro boxers in that gym Leo once took
me to when he had to pay back some money. Or maybe all chuckly like
Rochester the butler on the Jack Benny Show. I hope so. I
knock on the door but not too loud. No one answers. So I open the
door and look in.

There's Ivory Joe. Pounding away on the
piano. He's definitely not like Rochester. He's looking down at the
piano keys and scowling.

Negro people really know how to scowl way
better than we do. I get twice as nervous just looking at him. I
figure maybe I should just leave the envelope on the floor and go.
He's still just playing the piano as if I wasn't there. His hair is
all slicked back and shiny and his face is the color of the toffee
we buy at the drugstore for a penny. He's got on this suit that's
also sort of shiny and a red shirt that I try to imagine Leo
wearing but can't.

It's like I'm not even there. Ivory Joe's in
a world of his own and that's okay with me. Time to go. But then I
realize he's been watching me out of the comer of his eye. And the
scowl is gone. "Hey girl, how are you doing?" he says in that
cotton candy voice.

I try to smile but I can't. I'm fine Ivory
Joe I say. I walk across the big room to give him the envelope. He
starts playing jerky funny notes on the piano. I realize that he's
playing one note for each step I take. Jerky funny notes that match
the way I'm walking. In jerky funny steps. I can't help it I'm
nervous. So I stop. He just grins and plays the same note over and
over again. I start walking again this time real elegant. He starts
playing something real fruity. Every time I put my foot down he
plays a note. If I'm walking the way he sounds I gotta look real
dumb. I stop again. I'm getting real peeved at him.

But he just keeps grinning. I try again. This
time I walk real fast just to get it over with. His fingers fly
over the piano keys. I slow down.

He slows down. He's definitely starting to
bug me seriously so I stamp my foot. He pounds the piano.

Stop that I say. He just laughs. I'm getting
madder and madder.

But why am I starting to laugh too? I don't
want to laugh. I want to be mad. But I start thinking about me
walking like I was and this makes me laugh. It's not fair. Ivory
Joe is really laughing harder now because he sees he's got me
laughing. And this makes me even madder. But what can I do? He
holds out his hand. "Please to meet you, Chrissie."
Chrissie? Nobody calls me that. I've never shaken hands with
a Negro person before. But now I'm just laughing and I forget about
being mad. I like Ivory Joe right away.

Inside the envelope is a bunch of pages with
music and writing on them. He looks at them and starts muttering to
himself, plinking notes on the piano until he really winds up and
starts playing something incredible. I've never heard anything like
it before. It's so loud and so fast. It makes me want to jump up
and down. He starts singing the words, something about a ghost
lover who was never there. Some of the words I can't make out, like
when we sing The Star-Spangled Banner at school. Then all of
a sudden he just stops and grins.

What is that I ask.

"My song," he says. "I forgot to ask your
mama to bring it when I saw her last. I'm still writing it."

What's my ma—I almost said it myself—mother
doing with you?

Way back in my head I can hear Leo making me
ask all these questions. The rat.

"We're sort of partners," he says. Leo is
practically yelling the questions now but I clamp my mouth shut as
Ivory Joe goes back to fooling around on the piano. When he stops I
ask if he's playing jazz.

"Ain't jazz," he says. "Friends of mine are
calling it rock 'n' roll."

I've never heard of rock 'n' roll before.
"Tell me which you like best.

“This," he says playing something with his
left hand. "Or this," and he starts playing something else with his
right hand. I can't believe he's asking me. In music class Mrs.
Kelcher thinks I'm a dunce but Ivory Joe doesn't because for a long
time he's asking questions and listening like I know what I'm
talking about when I tell him what music makes me want to jump
around and what puts me to sleep.

I'm having a great time when the phone rings.
It's Mother and I listen to Ivory Joe talk to her in that neat way
he makes his words curl all over the place. I can hear her
laugh.

She hasn't laughed like that with Leo in a
long time.
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In the months immediately after their
marriage ended it was always Leo who made the phone calls telling
Tina they had to meet. There were problems. Braces for
Ruthie's teeth. A different school for Christie. Which summer camp
to send them to.

"Leo, where have you been for the last ten
years?"

"What do you mean where have I been? Is this
a trick question or what?"

“Last year you didn't think any of this was a
problem. Or the year before. Or the year before that."

"Well, I didn't know about it. You should
have told me about all this stuff. . . Tina?"

"Yeah, Leo. I probably forgot to mention
it."

"Hey. It happens. No problem."

Tina insisted they meet up in Washington
Heights where she often went for long walks beside the Hudson
River. Leo would always arrive with a few awkward jokes and a smile
that would fade as he looked around at the trees and the bushes.
They would walk together, suffocating in politeness until some tiny
remark would fall on the tinder of stored-up resentments, exploding
all over again. During one of their fights, Tina suddenly fell
silent for a moment, staring at the shimmering river. "I want to be
free, Leo," she said, walking toward the river. "Free of it
all."

"Terrific! Great! Me too!" yelled Leo. "Where
the hell are you going?"

She ripped off her blouse and threw it behind
her. Then her shorts. And the shoes were kicked off. All without
missing a step on her march to the water.

"Are you crazy?" Leo tore off his seersucker
jacket trying to catch up and cover her with it. Water was already
over his ankles. "Look, you want a bath? I'll drive you home!"

Tina swam the Hudson. Past cruise ships and
yachts that circled and called out asking if she needed help, she
churned toward the New Jersey shore. Leo ran back to the car, his
drenched pants slapping at his legs. The Cadillac raced south,
screeching into the George Washington Bridge where Leo hurled a
five-dollar bill at the toll booth attendant and roared off without
waiting for change. They arrived at the same time, Tina climbing
exhilarated from the water as Leo skidded down the grassy hillside
yelling, "You've only got your underwear on! Remember you're a
mother!"

Tina collapsed on the shore laughing. Leo
stumbled and fell, rolling down the hill with her clothes whipping
behind him in the blur of arms and legs that pinwheeled to a halt
beside her. Leo tried to be angry. But he couldn't make her stop
laughing. So he got even angrier until he started laughing himself,
even though he tried to stop.

She reached out and held his hand but
couldn't stop laughing.

"Goddamnit. Where did it all go wrong?" said
Leo, lying back in the mud and staring up at the sky.

Tina did not reply.

Tina phoned a Hungarian photojournalist she
met while Leo was away during the war. Everything was of
course. Of course he remembered her. Of course he would love to
see her. Of course she would come to work for him. And when they
met for a coffee she found herself once again staring into the same
bemused smile that both infuriated and intrigued her. Within
minutes after they met she made sure she conveyed how happily
married she was. "But of course," he said. With the same twinkling
shrug. "A lucky man, this Leo of yours." And then he told her of
the beautiful Scandinavian actress he was now in love with.

`"Of course," said Tina and the following day
she went to work for Summa, the news photo agency established by
the Hungarian and a dozen other famous photojournalists. She loved
the work. The days were filled with a pandemonium fueled by the
intense camaraderie of conflicting personalities locked into a
common purpose. It was Tina who mediated, soothed and occasionally
argued with the photographers to whom she had to hand out
assignments, sometimes contacting them in distant countries by
terse telegrams or static-filled phone calls. She juggled schedules
and egos, negotiated with magazine editors and matched wits in the
company of the worldly and anarchistic photographers who were
nominally her employers.

And most of all she loved the pressure
filling her days with a joyous chaos that left no room for the
aching thoughts of Leo that crowded the edges of sleep almost every
night.

Sometimes when she worked late she would hear
music coming from an office at the far end of the corridor. It was
a piano being played in ways she had not heard before. The rhythms
were not jazz or even Latin. But there was a movement to them
unlike any music she heard on the radio. And a man's voice, what
she thought must be a tenor, could be heard singing in powerful
bursts that rose and faded with the music. When she locked the door
to the office at night, she would stand in the corridor listening
to it.

The music came from behind a door that said
century sporting CLUB INC. During the day, older men smoking cigars
entered and left, sometimes accompanied by young men with
corrugated noses and muscles that showed through their shirts. At
night the door remained closed.

Over several months, Tina followed the
progress of three tunes from stray chords to completed songs. In
the empty corridor, she would pause, urging on the rhyming process
when it stalled at ever so cruel. She mentally flipped
through the possibilities. Duel. Fool. Cool. But a week
later she listened to

 


And I was ever so cruel

Back when I knew all

That heaven could hold

 


sung to a pounding beat that filled the
hallway with music that made her want to dance. When it stopped she
knocked on the door, but the cascading rumble of low piano notes
erased all other sounds. She tried the door, opened it and saw a
Negro sitting at a scarred old upright piano covered with boxing
trophies. He was several years younger than she, with distinct
features that made shadows and reflections across his face as he
played under the single harsh light. He looked up for a moment,
just stared and kept playing.

"Can I help you?"

"I just work down the hall."

"Am I disturbing you?"

"No. Not at all." With the same composed
stare he kept playing until he came to a difficult passage and
looked down. "What if I said you were disturbing me?"

"Then either I'd have to stop playing. Or
you'd have to stop listening. "

"I wouldn't want either to happen."

"Me neither."

He smiled, more out of politeness than
appreciation, and when Tina left she thought she had never met
anyone so quietly self-assured. Several weeks later
Collier's magazine was racing a deadline on a story about
James Dean and the movie East of Eden, which he was filming.
Tina returned to the office after putting Ruthie and Christie to
bed and promising she wouldn't leave the old babysitter there all
night. She stood in the corridor outside the Century Sporting Club
Inc. listening for music. There was silence. While the negatives
were being developed, she heard a door slam. She opened the door to
the Summa office listening for any sounds from the corridor. Notes
and ragged piano chords drifted down the hallway and then stopped.
For as long as Tina remained in the office, there was the same
incoherent barrage of music that ebbed into silence and then began
again. When it was very late she knocked on the door of the Century
Sporting Club Inc. Single notes sounded softly. She opened the
door.

There was a moment of shock from which she
recovered when he looked up at her. His face was swollen, with one
eye almost closed and a swath of raw skin tracing the outline of
his cheekbone. One hand, bandaged, hung at his side.

"What happened?" she said, trying to sound as
casual as he looked.

"What do you mean, what happened?"

"Your face."

He looked down and played three notes again
and again.

"Earning a living," he said.

"Are you a boxer?"

"Why you surprised?"

"What on earth are you doing that for?"

"Because I'd make a lousy janitor."

"But you're a singer."

"Maybe."

"But if you lost like that—"

"I won." His one open eye flashed in
momentary defiance.

"Well, that is really stupid," Tina said,
slamming the door behind her and marching across the room. Her lips
came tightly together the way they did whenever she lost her temper
at Leo. "You and some other idiot bashing each other's heads in. Of
all the ridiculous—"

"Who do you think you are, lady? Coming in
here and sticking your nose in my business."

"It's my business if I have to listen to what
you're playing."

"Hey, it's real simple then, isn't it? All
you have to do is leave."

The tune he was playing on the piano whenever
it was her turn to talk suddenly filtered through her anger. It was
a nursery song, The Teddy Bears' Picnic. She had sung it to
Christie when she was younger. "Are you making fun of me?"

"If I am, I apologize," he said. There was a
trace of a sly smile.

"If you are, you're playing it badly."

"Hey, what are you going to do when the
machine doesn't work?" he said, pounding several keys that were
either dead or badly tuned.

"But then it's a poor workman who blames his
tools."

"So get a different piano."

"Working on it. But this one's free."

"Nothing's free."

The following morning she walked down the
hall to the Century Sporting Club Inc. The old man with the porkpie
hat and the cigar stub jutting out over the huge double chin that
settled like a wreath around his neck answered in grunts as she
told him Summa wanted to do a photostory about boxers. His eyes
showed nothing buried in his face. He pulled a clipboard from his
desk and started calling out the locations of their upcoming
fights. One at the Garden. St. Nick's. The Diamond Belt in Philly.
A bunch of Police Athletic League stuff. She stopped him, asking
about the boxers involved. It turns out there was Bobo. And Kid.
Davey. Max. Fergie. Bugs. Johnny. She asked about the fighter who
just won a few nights earlier. In the really bad fight.

"Bad? We didn't have no bad fight."

"Where they really beat each other up."

"That was a great fight. Who told you it was
bad?" He leaned over and let a ball of yellow saliva plummet from
his lips into the spittoon beside his desk. "You talking about the
colored boy?"

"Yes. I suppose I am."

"Joe. Ivory Joe Coulter. Lemme see." He
scanned the list, flipped a page and then said, "Yeah, he's
fighting in two weeks. Thursday. Near the top of the card. At the
Holcomb A.C."

"Why is he fighting so soon? After the way he
got beaten up?"

"It's a free world, lady. He can always
quit."

"Of course."

When Tina left, the old man watched her,
wondering if here was just one more white dame who had the itch to
go colored. A dime a dozen.

The Holcomb Athletic Club was a fetid relic.
Its Romanesque façade was coated with generations of grime from the
air and the streets near Cooper Square on the lower East Side. The
stone columns on the squat portico that had been built in the
previous century were now chipped or missing, replaced by wooden
beams. What was once an attempt by lesser merchants of some stature
to have a gentlemen's club like their wealthier counterparts on
upper Fifth Avenue had deteriorated into a raucous hall populated
by the kind of rabble the old merchants would have avoided even
more than their own employees. The beveled glass in the door had
given way to plywood replacements and the parquet floors of the
foyer were now linoleum checkerboards. The Ukrainians of the area
would come to see their contenders matched with whatever Pole or
Puerto Rican brawler came downtown. But now it was the Italians
from the tenement canyons around Mulberry Street to the south who
showed up in the greatest numbers. In the rank murkiness of a fight
night, the club was a testing ground for young fighters controlled
by the various Mafia families.

Profaci, Anastasia and Gambino were all
represented. And Tommy Eboli still kept a few fighters that the
Genoveses controlled. As each fighter walked into the ring through
the crowd of several hundred or maybe a thousand people, he passed
the gamblers who had determined the odds of his success. And
gambling was as much a part of the event as the fight.

Tina was the only unaccompanied woman in the
club. She remained near the back of the hall as far from the ring
as she could get. Men with creased faces and huge hands made
remarks to her and then about her. Tina ignored them and the shield
of purpose around her soon convinced them she must be the wife or
girlfriend of one of the fighters. The first two matches were booed
because there was no knockout and hardly any damage done. They were
matches between teenage boys with dreams of St. Nicholas Arena or
even the Garden. The older boxers fought under made-up names and
came from New Jersey or Pennsylvania, fleeing boxing commissions
that had suspended them for fear of permanent brain damage. They
were at the desperate end of their careers, with clogged minds
barely able to remember the kind of hope driving these young
opponents to sacrifice downy faces against their fists.

Ivory Joe was in the third fight. A young
boxer with short blond hair and a broad Slavic face waited in the
ring as he pushed through the crowd escorted by two Negro trainers.
One of them was bald and heavy; the other had a full head of
tightly curled gray hair and moved a toothpick around his mouth in
quickening circles. The name Red Leg was sewn on the front of his
shiny trainer's shirt. Reaching the main aisle, Ivory Joe saw Tina
and for a moment stopped, causing Red Leg to run into him from
behind. Then he disappeared back into the packed aisle as Tina
strained to watch. As he climbed into the ring she wanted to call
out telling him to stop. Anger overtook her, driving out the sounds
of the ring announcer and the babble of men yelling about the odds
and passing money back and forth. It all became silence. She was
alone with her thoughts, echoing soundlessly in the tumult. She saw
the first punch and then the others that battered both men but
heard only The Teddy Bears' Picnic. Ivory Joe staggered
backward.

 


If you go down to the woods today

You're in for a big surprise

 


Somewhere far away the bell sounded and they
returned to their corners, Ivory Joe disappearing behind the big
Negro with the shaved head who ministered with towels and ice until
it all began again and the other fighter landed a punch that sent
the big gamblers at ringside leaping to their feet, cheering.

 


If you go down to the woods today

You'd better go in disguise

 


It all slowed down, the world around her
running on a different rhythm, stretching out every gracefully
arcing punch that crashed in their faces.

 


Picnic time for Teddy bears

 


Ivory Joe was pounded back against the ropes.
Tina quickly turned and forced her way out to the aisle, pushing
through bursts of liquored breath until she reached the foyer and
the roar from the hall suddenly burst in her ears. It rose and fell
in waves. She walked angrily back to the door but didn't open it.
She leaned against the mildewed plaster wall. She stood on the
linoleum floor under the neon light. She walked in tight circles,
watched by an arthritic old ticket taker. And then it was over, the
hordes pushing past her, spilling into the sheet in an exuberant
flow, leaving behind a silence broken only by a few angry voices
inside the hall.

Most of the lights were being turned down,
leaving the ring an island of whiteness in a gathering gloom that
was occasionally blurred by the shuffling presence of the cleaners.
The angry voices pulled Tina toward a corridor and the dressing
rooms. Two white men in suits, wearing fedoras, were standing in
the corridor confronting Red Leg and another Negro, who blocked a
dressing room door. The door opened and Ivory Joe appeared, still
dressed in boxing trunks. Except for a welt across his forehead,
his face was unmarked. One of the men in suits began yelling at
him.

"You doublecrossing son of a bitch. You
better be able to run real fast. And real far."

"I don't go in the tank for anybody," said
Ivory Joe.

"You do what you're fucking well told."

"Well, I guess I got it all wrong, then,
didn't I?" said Ivory Joe, his voice calm and even.

"You're fucking right you got it all wrong,
nigger. You know how much money you cost us?"

"Excuse me, I have to change."

Ivory Joe started to close the door but the
taller of the two men kicked at it. All the voices sounded at once,
congealing in a contagious anger. "Get out!" yelled Tina, storming
down the hall. "Out! You heard me!" The two men in the fedoras were
taken by surprise, turning in toward this female voice that was so
out of place. And the wild, furious eyes that bore down on them,
drawing an unreasoning bead that no words could deflect. "Who the
hell are you, lady?" was all they could muster, amazed to find
themselves backing up.

"That's none of your goddamn business,"
snapped Tina. "Now get out of here!" The taller one reached out and
shoved her, thrusting a palm onto her shoulder, pushing her back
for the instant before she slapped his face with a noise echoing
like a rifle shot in the corridor. He reached back to hit her but
the other man grabbed his arm.

"Freddie, you don't hit a broad. Not in
here," he yelled, pulling the taller man back as Tina advanced and
slapped him again. "Jesus Christ, you stupid bitch, are you looking
to get your head taken off?"

The two men were wrestling with each other,
backing up into the hall as Tina advanced, yelling at them to get
out and never come back.

At the dressing room door, Red Leg and the
other trainer were grinning until Tina turned around and their
faces simultaneously erased all expression.

"Excuse us, please," she said, pushing past
them. Ivory Joe was standing just inside the dressing room as she
marched in, slammed the door and stared him in the eye. "You have
no business being here," she said.

He laughed. "Me? Lady, have you got any idea
who those two guys were?"

"I couldn't care less."

"Yeah? Did you ever stop to think that they
might just get you killed before you walk out of here?"

"You were the one they were arguing with
first."

"If I jumped over a cliff, would you
follow?”

"So, who are they?"

"They're two-bit punks trying to be big-time
gamblers. But next time find out who you're yelling at. Now, you do
happen to be standing in my dressing room, so if you'll excuse me
..."

"Not till we talk about business."

"I'm not aware we have any business to talk
about."

"I'm making you an offer. I'll manage you as
a singer. I'll finance a rehearsal hall. With a proper piano. Take
care of living allowance until you get some bookings. Handle travel
and all the deals."

"Why?"

"Maybe I'm bored with what I'm doing. And
maybe I can't stand to see some idiot throw away what you've
got."

"Look, lady, I won out there tonight,"
said Ivory Joe, angrily pointing to the doorway.

"It's good you told me that. And by the way,
were you any good?"

Ivory Joe started to answer but stopped. He
leaned against a bench.

"I stunk," he said. "I was the favorite. I
should have won easily. Which is why those two hoods wanted me to
go in the tank in the fourth round. Everyone else was betting for
me. So they bet against me. And offered me two hundred dollars. I
just grinned at them and told myself I was going to flatten their
boy because of that. But it was all I could do to stay on my feet.
And he's not very good."

"So what does that make you?"

Ivory Joe was looking at the floor, his hands
braced against the edge of the massage bench. He shook his head
slowly, as if waiting for an answer to appear. Finally he looked up
and said, "You know what you're letting yourself in for?"
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In 1934, at the age of thirteen, Leo Klein
was expelled from school for the second time and was bringing home
more money than his stepfather. He had staked out 170th Street and
Jerome Avenue in the Bronx as being the place to make his fortune
shining shoes.

Within a week he was averaging ninety cents a
day. Within two weeks the word had spread and there were shoeshine
boys up and down the block. Leo was down to thirty cents a day.
Even worse, a price war was developing on 170th Street. One
afternoon, Arnie Dalitz, the oldest kid in grade eight, showed up
and announced to all the shoeshine boys that they needed
protection.

"Against what?" he was asked. Arnie Dalitz
gave them the answers he heard his father had given bar owners
before he was found shot.

When Arnie Dalitz came to Leo's corner, Leo
punched him in the mouth before he could start talking. The fight
ended when neither of them could stand up. They lay on the
sidewalk, blood streaming from their noses and Arnie Dalitz
fingering a wobbly tooth. Leo looked at his brushes and polish
strewn in the gutter and made a decision.

"I'm going to help you out."

"You're going to help me? Since when
do I need help from a dick like you?" said Arnie Dalitz, trying to
stand up.

"Yeah? Well, why do you think you came here
in the first place?

Because I found this place. I have this
talent, see? I can spot great shoeshine places. I'll find other
places and you set up your own shoeshine boys."

"What's the catch?"

"We split fifty fifty."

"You putz. I'll beat the shit out of you
before I—"

"Okay, ten percent. But I keep this block for
myself."

"Deal."

"You drive a hard bargain," said Leo, knowing
that he had won more than he hoped for. But he also wanted to leave
Arnie Dalitz thinking that he had won. Whip 'em but let 'em
think they've done it to you. It was to become his code in life
and business. To which he would later add: unless there's no
other way out. Within another week Leo was back up to ninety
cents as the sole shoeshine boy at 170th and Jerome. He soon became
bored with the ninety cents and began competing against himself. He
printed business cards that said SATISFACTION GUARANTEED OR YOUR
MONEY BACK even though no one had ever paid him until he had
finished the job. He bought a folding chair and a rack on which he
hung the day's newspapers.

The well-dressed men of the area were soon
making detours to spend a few minutes catching up on the news while
they had their shoes shined. And for those who weren't interested
in the papers, Leo always had a joke. He prided himself on sizing
up the personality of his clients after three sentences. He could
tell those who would like the dirty jokes from those who were
strictly the priest, the rabbi and the minister types. He was never
wrong. Business was soon up to a dollar seventy a day. He stopped
seeing his daily total merely as money. It became a means of
measuring the score. A part of the game where the opponent was
always yesterday. He bought another chair and shoeshine box and set
up his older brother Morris in business right beside him. Morris
was pleasant, serious, and had none of the charm that Leo used to
draw in customers. Leo noticed that Morris shined shoes with more
care than anyone he had ever seen. He applied the polish in precise
little dabs that never got on the laces. But the customers still
preferred coming to Leo.

Arnie Dalitz and Leo became closest friends
and would laugh about the first fight. A broken tooth for a broken
nose. A draw. But each secretly claimed victory. Leo scouted the
Bronx and came up with four more hot shoeshine blocks which Arnie
Dalitz franchised out. With the money they made, they played fierce
games of gin and poker, and sometimes they would bet the day's
profits playing pool at the Avalon. The Avalon Billiard Hall was
owned by Herman Pinsky's father, who spent most of his time at the
track. Neither Leo nor Arnie Dalitz understood Herman Pinsky the
way they did each other. Herman was heavy, with short black hair
that lay flat on his head, and wore big glasses, magnifying dark
eyes that could look right through them. But when Herman laughed it
was like a chain reaction through his whole body. Parts of him
started quivering and then shaking until everything was in motion
and he was holding his stomach groping for a chair. Arnie Dalitz
and Leo would take turns trying to make him crack up. They would
place bets on how long it would take.

Herman never bet on anything. Once he had
money he kept it, and by the age of thirteen he was rumored to have
enough to buy a new car. It was Herman who came up with the
gambling scheme.

Why not get others involved in the card
games? Outsiders. The next day Leo told no jokes while shining
shoes. Instead, he told tales of card games that made men fortunes.
Sworn never to reveal the location of this amazing game, he would
make an exception just this once. "For you, my best customer," he
said, thirty-five times that day, in a low voice, looking around
him.

The back room of the Avalon was soon packed
every afternoon while Herman's father was at the track. Leo, Herman
and Arnie Dalitz took turns forging notes from their parents to get
out of school. Sometimes all three of them would be running the
games. And afterward counting the piles of money. One day, when
they were still setting up the tables, a large car drove up in the
alley behind the Avalon. "The game's not on for another hour," said
Herman to the two men wearing suits and fedoras. When the games
became a success, Herman had immediately adopted a tough way of
talking, the way he thought the real casino owners talked. The two
men ignored him, walking around and counting the chairs. Leo and
Arnie Dalitz exchanged puzzled glances. "I said the game's not on
yet," snapped Herman. One of the men picked up a folding chair and
smashed it into a table.

"It's not on, period," said the man, whose
left cheekbone looked pushed in.

"Says who?" said Leo, trying to sound tough.
And failing.

"Look, sonny, you tell whoever's running the
game that Charlie Lucky has taken over from the Dutchman. And he
doesn't like people horning in on his business." Then they
left.

Only Arnie Dalitz understood what had
happened. They had been visited by two enforcers working for Lucky
Luciano, the Mafia boss who had moved into the numbers and gambling
rackets across large areas of New York City. He had taken over from
Dutch Schultz, whose empire was crumbling while he spent most of
his time fighting tax evasion charges. Luciano. The mere name
struck fear into all of them. But their puny games? Attracting the
mighty Luciano's attention? As fearful as they were, they also felt
a little more important. "So what do we do?" said Herman, who had
stopped talking tough. Just then the door opened and several of
their regulars entered, sat down and started cutting the cards.

"We'll go for one more game," said Leo.
"Who'll notice?"

“I dunno," said Arnie Dalitz, looking
worried.

Other men entered, waved hello and sat down
to play. "Come on," said Leo. "We can't kick them out now. Besides,
who's gonna know? Just one lousy game."

The game went on.

That night, as Herman Pinsky's father was
closing the Avalon Billiard Hall, several men entered, drawing the
blinds over the front windows. Before being beaten senseless by the
men, Herman's father yelled that he knew nothing about any
gambling. At the Avalon? Bullshit! And what fucking kids? Were
they crazy? A front for what? And who the hell'd be crazy enough to
cross Charlie Lucky? When Herman Pinsky's father regained
consciousness, his left arm had been broken, two teeth were knocked
out and every one of his pool tables had been hacked to pieces.
After getting out of the emergency ward and refusing to talk to the
police, he used his one good arm to beat Herman across the rear end
with a pool cue that left welts for a week.

And then he vowed the worst revenge on Leo he
could think of. He phoned his mother.
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Leo never heard the phone call from Herman
Pinsky's father. He was barely aware of the staccato footsteps on
the stairs. In the farthest reaches of his unconscious those
footsteps went off like the pistol shots he was dreaming of. Lucky
Luciano had come for his revenge. He awoke yelling into the fearful
mask of his mother's face. And wished it had only been Lucky
Luciano.

Leo's mother was known to most people in the
neighborhood as Mother Ackerman. She had, at various times, also
been Mrs. Klein, Mrs. Berman and Mrs. Ackerman. With one husband
dead, another fleeing with an eighteen-year-old chambermaid and the
current one working in docile servitude as a baker, Mother Ackerman
was more imposing than any of her husbands. Standing six feet tall,
she often wore three-inch heels. And on Sundays she would convene
the various branches of her extended family in the living room,
where she would sit in a high-backed chair mounted on a two-inch
platform. Behind her was a portrait of the emperor Franz Josef, her
political idol from the moment she had been told he had passed laws
prohibiting gentiles from attacking Jews.

Mother Ackerman gloried in her
contradictions. Fiercely Zionist, she had not been to a synagogue
since she was twelve years old in Austria. She had refused to go no
matter what threats her parents tried. The impoverished Austrian
worshipers stunk, she said. None of them had taken a bath in a
week. A fervent socialist, she played the stock market
passionately, cheering the good fortunes of U.S. Steel and General
Electric. And the advice she solemnly passed down to her sons was:
Buy diamonds. Because who knew when the next exodus would be. And
then what good would your uncle Herbert's Brooklyn real
estate be?

She alone was the reason why Leo even kept up
the pretense of going to school. Being expelled from school struck
terror not because of the gray-faced little principal who hissed
out the direst of futures for Leo and Arnie Dalitz. Instead, it was
the towering stare of his mother that intimidated him in ways he
didn't understand. Even entering the city junior billiard
championship left him fearful that her wrath would descend on him
for associating with the wrong element. Always it was the wrong
element. Arnie Dalitz was. Herman Pinsky was. His cousin Arnold
the Brain was not. And the pool hall crowd definitely was. So when
Leo won first prize shooting pool, the newspapers announced that an
L. Smith had won the trophy. The trophy stayed hidden under Leo's
bed.

It was Mother Ackerman's Sunday-afternoon
rituals that Leo grew to loathe. They seemed endless, filled with
talk of philosophy and politics. His cousin Arnold the Brain would
show off his mind like it was a new car. Arnold was pale and skinny
with spidery fingers and limp hair. He was one of the Berman part
of the family. Leo loathed the Bermans. Arrogant weirdos, all of
them. He couldn't figure out why his mother had anything to do with
them after her second husband ran off with the eighteen-year-old.
But every Sunday they would show up like a troupe of traveling
undertakers and subject Leo to the agonies of Hegelian analysis of
the labor movement. Or a reevaluation of socialism in Russia. Leo
couldn't believe it. Sometimes he would catch himself muttering
under his breath. When there was a ball game they could all be
listening to. Or crap games down the block. But this shit?

During one of the most painfully prolonged
examinations of historical empiricism, he caught his cousin Arnold
staring out the window at the laundry on the clothesline. It was
mostly filled with his mother's underwear. "Hey Arnie, I'll bet you
spend a lot of time in the bathroom with the door locked," Leo
whispered.

"The name is Arnold." In that fruity voice.
And looking down that long nose which Leo wanted to flatten. "And
for your information, I was engaged in an activity you never
do."

"Hey Arnold, is that why your hand's on your
crotch?"

"I was referring to thinking."

"No shit."

"If you persist, I'll tell your mother."

"And I'll bust your face, Arnold."

"Leo, you've never gotten over not coming
from our side of the family, have you?"

"I've never gotten over having to be
with your side of the family, you dink."

"There are three of us in college. That's why
you dislike us, isn't it?"

"Stick your books up your ass, Arnold—if
there's any room left.

I'm gonna make it big. On my own, too."

By the time he turned twenty, Leo was
wondering where he went wrong.

With a tenth-grade education and no prospect
for advancement, he was pushing racks filled with dresses up and
down Broadway. Fighting the traffic. Watching the older men with
big bellies and fat rings on their baby fingers come out of
Morgen's while he scrambled for a danish to go at Dubrow's.
Fighting for elevator space on Seventh Avenue and being yelled at
by old Italian cutters when the cloth got rained on. Shooting crap
for nickels with the other rack boys who made lewd remarks about
every woman who passed by. Leo hated it all. He hated the
powerlessness. And the confinement. It was worse than school. At
least there he never felt the stench of failure.

And seeing Arnie Dalitz made it worse. A
regular bona fide success story. Arnie Dalitz was walking all over
the block dressed in his sharp suits. He could stroll into any one
of the dozens of manufacturers at 525 Seventh Avenue and just eat
it all up. Watching all the big cigars twice, three times his age,
come running over to him like he was the man himself.

Arnie Dalitz was a kind of glorified
messenger boy. But he was smart enough to know it. And he was sure
enough of himself to know he would not stay there for long. He had
been taken to meet Meyer Lansky, who had killed more people than
most of the Sicilians in the Mafia. And now Lansky was working with
Luciano and Vito Genovese. A Jew in the mob, said Arnie Dalitz,
with a sense of wonderment and pride. Arnie Dalitz loved his work.
It was his job to stand around the lobby of 525 Seventh Avenue for
a few hours a day and take in all the requests for loan-shark
money. Manufacturers scrambling to cover payrolls or buy whatever
fabrics they needed to bring out their spring lines would come to
Arnie Dalitz with nervous eyes and big smiles that never quite
worked. Five thou. Ten. Fifty. For a week. Ten days. A month. It
was all noted down in Arnie Dalitz's own code in his little
notebooks. For small amounts he would simply nod and then go for
the cash. For larger amounts he went to a pay phone, dialed a
number and just gave the name and amount. That was all. The
manufacturers got the money that no bank would ever lend them. And
then they struggled to pay back the huge interest payments that
compounded every week.

On the night Arnie Dalitz took him to Al
Cooper's steakhouse, Leo was going to quit. "Yeah? And do what?"
asked Arnie Dalitz.

"Shine shoes. I'm better at it."

"What's with you? Huh? You want to know about
problems? You should be Shapiro."

“Which Shapiro?"

"The Frolic Frocks guy. Real asshole. Can't
even make the juice. On thirty G's only. The prick."

Leo remembered Shapiro, frantic, yelling all
the time, cursing him for delivering the wrong kind of velvet when
he had merely delivered what the shipper had told him to. Shapiro,
spilling out over his pants, bald except for a fringe of stringy
hair low on his head. Gambling for hours on end when they shut the
doors to the showroom. And losing constantly.

The next day Shapiro was found shot to death
in a phone booth.

Leo was pushing a rack of dresses along 40th
Street when he saw the police cars parked all over the
intersection, whipping flashes of red light around in the gloom.
And a crumpled figure contorted in the bottom of the phone booth as
blood trickled under the door and congealed in the fine powdery
snow.

"Did you know this was going to happen?" Leo
almost yelled at Arnie Dalitz when he found him in a bar.

"Leo, everyone knew this was going to
happen."

"Did you know it was going to
happen?"

"Are you out of your goddamn head? Don't ask
me questions like that."

"Arnie, we're friends."

"Look, Leo, this ain't shoeshine time. This
is the big leagues. People get hurt here. So don't go asking too
many questions."

"Did you kill him?"

"No." Arnie Dalitz looked Leo in the eye.
"But they put me in charge of getting rid of his company. We're
holdin' paper on it. I'll do you a favor. I'll sell you the joint
for six grand."

"Are you crazy?"

"Probably. Shapiro ran it into the ground
anyway. It's got three thousand ugly dresses that no buyer will
touch. That's what started his troubles."

"Some favor."

The blizzard the next day started just before
lunchtime. By two o'clock the snow was ankle deep on the streets
and pedestrians were being blown over by the wind. The three dozen
dresses on Leo's rack snapped like flags in a gale as he fought his
way up Seventh Avenue. The wheels on the rack kept freezing and his
bare hands burned when he gripped the metal rungs. He heaved
against the rack, throwing his shoulder against it and then leaning
backward and churning his legs on the snow. He tugged the rack
around onto 40th Street just as the wind shifted, wrenching the
dresses from the rack. Before Leo could grapple with the twisting
mass of fabric, the dresses shot from their hangers in volleys that
hurled them into the air. They soared into the blizzard or were
plastered across third-story windows.

Leo threw himself against the remaining
dresses, trying to stop them from coming loose. The rack slipped
off the sidewalk, toppling into the gutter. And taking Leo with it.
He crawled across the filthy dresses back to the sidewalk, where he
stopped and stared as if a vision had appeared before his eyes.

Looming in front of him was the phone booth
where Shapiro was murdered. Leo stumbled to his feet, holding his
hands under his arms and jumping up and down in the freezing wind.
His eyes left the phone booth. He circled it. He began talking to
it.

"Hey, Shapiro," he yelled. "It wasn't me.
Okay? Got that? I had nothing to do with you getting whacked. You
listening, Shapiro?"

People who had hurried past, leaning into the
sleet, stopped and looked back at Leo. Then they went on.

"I didn't know it was gonna happen.
Understand? If it was me I wouldn't have done it. So whadya say,
Shapiro?" The phone booth stood mute in the settling grayness as
Leo yelled at it until the streetlights came on. Then he went and
found Arnie Dalitz.

"I'm gonna buy Shapiro's company."

"Leo, I was kidding, you know."

"I'm not. You said six grand. I'll get
it."

That night Leo woke up his brother Morris
with stories of a fantastic dress company that was going for a
song. He left with a check for all the money Morris had, twelve
hundred dollars. One of the Berman part of the family, a pale
nervous cousin of Arnold Berman who had always envied Leo's
aggressive flair, was persuaded that his thousand-dollar savings
bond was far safer with Frolic Frocks, Inc. than with the U.S.
Government. That was it for the family. Two thousand two hundred.
There was no way he could go to Mother Ackerman. She would have
made him return what he already had. The next day Leo got dressed
in his only suit and went to a building on West 37th, where the big
cigars had the hottest Friday-afternoon card game. In a
fourth-floor showroom he bought into the game for two hundred
dollars and left after winning nine hundred. He found Arnie Dalitz
and put three thousand in front of him.

"Leo, don't do this to me. You're my
friend."

"I'm buying the company."

"Six G's, Leo. I don't control that. Vito
does. Lansky does. But not me."

"Fine. Six G's. Here's three. And I'm
borrowing the other three from you guys."

"Are you thick or what? Leo, they kill people
who don't pay them back. An' you ain't got a fuckin' prayer of even
making the vigorish."

"I will."

"Yeah? How?"

"I dunno yet. I'll think of something."

"That's what Shapiro said. And he got whacked
for it."

"I'm not pushing racks anymore, Arnie. Now,
you gonna do this deal or do I go see Franky Dio? He'll arrange
it."

"You got a death wish? He's carving notches
on his belt."

"Okay, so I'll go to the bank."

"Leo, you obviously ain't got a clue. You
just try going to a bank to borrow the money you need just to keep
the goddamn company alive long enough to put out your spring line.
You know what's in the bank, Leo? Sitting behind some fucking big
desk with a poker up his ass? A Protestant who thinks garment guys
are all greasy thieving wops and yids. You got more chance of him
giving you his sixteen-year-old daughter than any of the dough in
his bank. So now you're out on your ass, absolutely up the creek
and who do you turn to? Me, Leo. You turn into one of the
zillion garmentos coming to me asking for Vito's money. So I run my
little errand to the Genoveses, get you the dough. And then you
sweat. 'Cause God help you if you don't pay it back. And before you
know it my guys have got you by the nuts."

"So what's the problem, Arnie?"

"Leo, you're a total moron. You know
that?"

Shortly after eight o'clock the following
Tuesday evening, Leo walked into the big garment building at 525
Seventh Avenue, took the elevator to the eleventh floor and walked
down the corridor past the doors with names like Miss Liz Fashions,
Mayinette Designs, Gay Paree Styles and Princess Patterns. With the
key he had just been given, he opened the door of Frolic Frocks and
went inside. It was his.

His elation lasted until he found the light
switch. The showroom was a mess. Dumped ashtrays. Disintegrating
mirrors. Filthy sales tables. And a rack of ugly dresses made from
an imitation brocade.

In the back, past the cutting tables, were
hundreds, thousands of the same dull gray and green dresses hanging
from racks. Like mossy tombstones with Shapiro's name on them. Or
his own. "Oh my God, Leo, you couldn't give those away on Eleventh
Avenue," said Morris, when Leo brought him in. "I know I'm your
brother, but is it too late to get my money back?"

"You're my vice president in charge of
production."

"I don't know a thing about the garment
business."

"You start tomorrow."

It was several days before Leo could bring
himself to sit in the chair behind Shapiro's desk. The office was a
still life of commercial chaos. Files and accounting statements
piled in yellowing mounds of paper. Cups with dried coffee. Smudged
invoices disappearing under paper plates encrusted with moldy food.
Inside the drawers were pencils with the ends chewed, bottles of
Alka-Seltzer, Bromo-Seltzer, Milk of Magnesia and Pepto-Bismol.
Several packets of condoms. Sunbathing International nudist
magazines. And a small black address book. Inside the book were the
names of women with only their phone numbers and a price for each
ranging from twenty to one hundred dollars. Occasionally there were
penciled comments beside a woman's name. For Harry from Seattle.
Great bj's. Lou from Philly wants her. Will put on a
show—$100.

It was one week until he had to make his
first payment to Arnie Dalitz's boss. Already he needed more money
just to stay open. The pale nervous cousin of Arnold Berman was
squeezed around the shoulders and told he would lose every cent of
his original thousand. Leo was expecting it all, first the look of
condescension, then the watery eyes and the high-pitched anguish.
He would just wait it out and then steamroll back in with the very
same bad news. He left with another eight hundred dollars. For two
days he and Morris slept only a few hours a night. They cleaned the
offices, agonized over the accounts payable, fought off collection
agencies and, with the one employee they could afford, an old
Italian cutter named Mimmo Franco, they got ready for the fall
collection that was to be shown that week.

Hundreds of buyers from the big stores all
over America were arriving in New York to purchase the fashions
that would be sold in the fall. "I'm gonna sell every one of those
dresses by Friday," Leo announced. Friday was the day of the
payment to Arnie Dalitz's boss.

"Hah. Buona fortuna," said Mimmo,
shaking his head and staring at the dresses. "My mother, she
ninety-one. She no wear those to pick tomato."

"Yeah, well, you're gonna fix them so she'll
be begging you for one. So she can go out and dance the tarantella,
Mimmo."

"Whaddayou think? Me design?"

"You said you'd done everything for Shapiro.
So do it for me, too. Design something. Anything. Just fix it."

While Mimmo fretted over changes in the
ugliest dress he had ever taken the pinking shears to, Leo walked
into the Waldorf wearing his only suit, his hair slicked back and a
silk handkerchief displayed like a medal. "A suite, please," he
said casually to the desk clerk, who looked at him as if he was
crazy. The lobby was packed with arriving buyers. Big-time
manufacturers shouted greetings, embraced, flattered and handed out
engraved invitations. Leo was given a small room overlooking
Lexington Avenue. He cleared the beds out. He hung a sign on the
door saying welcome to frolic FROCKS—AFFORDABLE LUXURY FOR THE
STYLISH WOMAN. He smuggled bottles of whiskey and gin into the
room, saving the money he would have had to pay room service. And
he phoned all the girls he knew until he found one who was a
perfect size eight. She became his model in exchange for the
promise of a free dress. When she saw the dress she walked out
until Leo ran after her, talking desperately of candlelight dinners
and weekend trips. It was Monday. Nobody came.

On Tuesday, Arnie Dalitz showed up with a
case of French champagne that had been destined for the Dior party
on the twentieth floor. The House of Dior had made the mistake of
using a cartage company secretly owned by the Genovese family. Leo
stood outside the Dior reception handing out business cards and
telling buyers that there was free champagne on the sixth floor.
And spectacular dresses. There were hundreds of buyers at
the Dior reception. Less than a dozen showed up at Frolic Frocks.
They looked at the dress, exchanged glances or muttered polite
good-byes and left. Only two even bothered to drink any champagne.
Leo stalked the corridors of the hotel. Galanos was packing them
in. They were applauding every Claire McCardell or Norman Norell
dress that came out. Morris phoned from the office. The other
showrooms were packed with buyers. Neiman Marcus, Henri Bendel,
Blum's, Best & Co., they were all there today, attracted by the
big showing at Louis Winston's factory display room three floors
below Frolic Frocks.

Carrying the case of champagne, Leo raced out
onto Park Avenue looking for a taxi. In front of the hotel was a
line of eight parked Cadillacs. A small sign said your limousine to
the Louis Winston collection. "I'm taking the champagne for Louis,"
Leo told the chauffeur. "Put it in the trunk, will you." He found
himself in a Cadillac with four women. The youngest was at least
fifteen years older than him. Before the limo had even reached
Grand Central Terminal, he decided they were definitely all from
places that had never even heard of Lindy's deli. But each of them
clutched leather binders and order books and talked of the huge
purchases they had made for their stores back in Kansas and Ohio.
Leo looked from one woman to another, telling himself that any one
of them could save his life. With just a flick of the pen, a simple
little signature on the right order form. "I hear the big action
this year is at Frolic Frocks," Leo said. The conversation stopped
cold. "Eleventh floor of the building we're going to." Another
silence. "Free champagne, too."

“Really?" said the oldest of the women,
peering at him through horn-rimmed glasses that magnified her
steel-gray eyes. Her skin was loose yet wrinkled and her double
chin moved with a delayed action whenever she turned her head. Thin
hair dyed an unnatural black hung sparsely across her forehead in
bangs and the expensive silk dress was arranged in flowing loose
folds to camouflage a belly that shifted when she moved, like a
half-used sack of flour in Levine's bakery. Leo decided she was
probably the ugliest rich woman he had ever seen. "And who are you
with?" she asked in a voice like dried leaves being walked on.

"I'm with Dalitz and Genovese."

"Really? Strange. I've never heard of them.
Have you, Doris?"

Doris hadn't. Neither had Polly. Or
Virginia.

"Very big in the Bronx and Brooklyn," said
Leo.

"My, my. And here you are. So very young,"
she said, those steel-gray eyes impaling him like talons. "My name
is Muriel."

"Muriel. Great name. Pleased to meet
you."

Leo dressed Mimmo as a waiter and made him
stand in the hallway serving champagne outside the Winston offices.
A sign taped to his tray said Frolic Frocks just three floors up.
Mimmo smiled through clenched teeth and muttered insults every time
Leo stepped off the elevator to greet strangers as if they were old
friends. But every time his one model clomped out from behind the
curtain there was an immediate exodus from Frolic Frocks. Mimmo
returned with his tray of champagne. "What the hell are you doing
back here?" yelled Leo.

"Nobody there." Mimmo tore off his bow tie.
"Finito la commedia."

"What day is today?" Leo asked, sinking into
a chair and downing a glass of champagne with one gulp.

"Thursday," said Morris.

"I think I got a few problems." Leo's voice
was low, almost a mumble.

"Yeah. Too much cheap champagne left over,"
said Mimmo.

"They're gonna kill me. I owe them three G's
by tomorrow. This place has got Shapiro's curse written all over
it."

Mimmo started to reply but the expression on
Morris's face stopped him. A silence settled across the three of
them and seemed to go on forever.

"Well, well, dear boy," said a rasping voice
from the entrance. "I thought I might find you here."

It was Muriel.

She sat on a single chair in the middle of
the showroom, her silk-encased body spilling comfortably over the
edges. Her perfectly manicured nails drummed out an impatient
cadence on her leather binder. She leaned forward, squinting
through the thick glasses, and when the model came out her features
seemed to come to a point around that large, sharp nose. Instantly
she assumed command. "No, no, turn around," she snapped at
the model. "That way." Leo almost held his breath, looking
at Morris and then Mimmo.

"I might be able to take a few," she said
with a sharp smile.

Leo exhaled in a loud rush of air and for a
moment he said nothing, pacing across the showroom. Her eyes never
left him. "Look, Muriel, I'm gonna level with you. I've got to sell
a thousand of these or it's game over for me."

"A thousand?" In a dry laughing voice
that sounded to Leo like bones rattling together. "Of that?
Dear boy, my company does have thirty-seven stores, but even the
ones in Arkansas ..." Her voice hailed off for a moment. Her eyes
lost focus as if she was thinking, until she looked over at Leo,
appraising him the same ways she had looked at the dress. Then she
crooked a finger at the model.

"Child, come over here. I think we might be
able to make some improvements."

For almost an hour she snapped commands that
sent Mimmo and Morris racing into the cutting room making sashes or
bows that could improve the imitation brocade dress. Or at least
hide its worst features.

"Dynamite!" Leo would exclaim with every
change, but Muriel would just shake her head and order something
else to be made. Finally a wide cloth belt was produced, gathering
the dress at the waist. "Not bad," said Muriel, walking around the
model. "Not bad at all."

"Beautiful!" said Leo.

"Yes. Yes, I could live with that."

"Me, too." Leo was grinning, clasping his
hands together and walking in bouncy little steps. "Me, too."

"But I have to think it over," she said,
putting on her coat.

Leo stopped in midstep. "Think it over?" he
asked, his voice suddenly enfeebled. "You said you liked it."

"Oh, I do," she said, writing something on
her business card before she gave it to him. "I'm probably leaving
tomorrow. But we'll no doubt be in touch before I go. Thank you so
much." With that same corrosive smile, she left.

"But Muriel ..." Leo said, as the glass door
closed behind her. He slowly sank into a chair watching her get on
the elevator. "I've just seen my whole life flash before my eyes."
Morris looked away and the model hurriedly departed. Only Mimmo
broke the silence, pacing around his cutting table and muttering to
himself. "I'm finished," said Leo.

"No finito," yelled Mimmo.

"What?"

"No finito! She's-a-gonna buy!" he
yelled, bunching his fingers up almost under Leo's nose.
"Where's-a-card? Lemme see." Leo held out the business card, which
Mimmo grabbed and pointed to the handwritten note under Muriel's
name. "Whatsa say here?"

"Essex House hotel."

He stared at Mimmo, who broke the momentary
silence with an irritable muttering that suddenly exploded. "You no
capice. Shapiro, he capice!" Mimmo started pumping
his arm back and forth, making little whistling noises with each
thrust. "Fungule!" he yelled.

"I think he means she wants to get laid,"
said Morris.

"So? We'll get her some old guy."

"No-no-no-no-no!" yelled Mimmo. "You! She
want you!" He laughed gleefully.

"Are you crazy?" yelled Leo. "Do you know how
old she must be?"

"What does she look like?" asked Arnie
Dalitz, who had entered without being noticed.

"A six-day-old pizza. The ugliest woman I've
ever met."

"Leo, I'm here on sort of official business.
They told me to come. They expect payment tomorrow."

At seven o'clock that evening, Leo paced back
and forth on the sidewalk beside Central Park. Across the street
was the Essex House hotel. A car pulled up and Mimmo rolled down
the window, passing the flowers and the champagne to Leo. He blew a
kiss and sang That's Amore as Leo crossed the road.

The door opened and Muriel smiled demurely
when Leo handed her the flowers. She was dressed in a silk caftan
that merged with the shadows of her dimly lit room. "For me? You
are such a dear boy," she said, reaching up and brushing his cheek
with her hand.

And, preceding Leo into the bedroom, she
removed the caftan, letting it drop to the floor, a vision of
gelatinous punishment that sprawled nakedly across the bed. Leo
stood in the doorway feeling faint and wondering if maybe religion
had a point to it after all, if there really were sins he was
atoning for, as she raised her knees and looked at her watch. "I
have an appointment at eight-thirty, dear boy. Well?"

It was her smile that Leo focused on, hanging
on, clinging to, that fierce jumble of teeth that beckoned him
closer, anything to avoid staring into the chasm between her
upraised knees.

From somewhere far away he could hear
That's Amore being sung with great joy.
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One of the few times Tina had much in common
with Leo Klein was the night they met in New York.

It was New Year's Eve, 1941, at a club on
52nd Street, and all the elegant young men were getting fashionably
drunk, toasting the war they were about to fight. Hitler was booed
and Harvard was cheered. Princeton and the New York Giants were
somewhere in the middle. The big band that overflowed the tiny
stage played a jazz version of Yankee Doodle Dandy sending
the undergraduates clamoring onto the tables arming themselves with
champagne geysers aimed at an uproarious enemy ambushing them with
confetti grenades.

Tina sat watching as if she were at a play.
Then she quietly left through a back door, walking around the block
several times and not wanting to go back inside. Nineteen months
earlier she had left for Spain over the furious objections of her
father who had tried to have the police stop her as she boarded the
ship. As an untrained nursing assistant, she sailed with a dozen
other members of the Lincoln Brigade, all but one of them men—boys
as she called them, most just barely out of their teens and filled
with talk of their fight for liberty and truth and justice in the
civil war. Thirteen months later, Tina returned to New York, no
longer talking of truth. Or of the savagery she had seen from both
sides in the little village near the town of Huesca in the Pyrenees
where she and a Spanish peasant girl had run the clinic, working
endless days and falling asleep, exhausted, in the straw on the
dirt floor. In the months since she returned, the still, cold faces
of the young men she had helped bury kept seeping up from the
darkness of her sleep. And now, as she shivered on 52nd Street, the
faces of the young men inside the bar seemed somehow obscene.

"Tina!" Her cousin Lois teetered across the
ice at the end of the block, her coat wrapped around her like a
shawl. "What happened to you? You just disappeared! I've been
looking all over!"

"I just went for a walk. I'm going home."

“No way."

"You stay. I don't want to be here."

"I put too much work into this. C'mon." Lois
tugged at Tina's arm. "Please. For me." Tina hesitated and then
nodded and followed Lois back inside.

Earlier that day they had come into Manhattan
together on the subway, getting off at a stop on Lexington Avenue
and walking through the freezing twilight winds, their borrowed
silk dresses snapping like flags around their bare legs and their
precious nylons clutched in the paper bags that shielded their
faces from the snow. They made it over to the muted opulence of the
St. Regis Hotel, reassembling themselves in the washroom just off
the lobby and then waiting for their dates under the soft light of
the chandelier. Lois wanted it like that. There was no way she'd
ever let Philip Barrington know she lived in a Brooklyn walkup
where the laundry was hung out the front windows. Not after she'd
worked Columbia University all fall, taking the subway over there
every football weekend, trawling the shoals of eligible young
patricians and talking vaguely of a family fortune of her own.

Tina's blind date had a last name for a first
name. It was Harrison or Harriman or Harrington. She never got it
right. He was something somebody III. So she just called him The
Third. He was tall with creamy delicate skin and blond hair framing
sharp cynical eyes that inspected Tina as they shook hands. "Myyyy,
how chaaaaarming," he said, drawing out his vowels as he heard the
British upper classes do. The Third was heir to a minor part of the
Frick fortune, and with one year left in Yale law school, he had
grimly set out to establish the mandatory reputation as a playboy,
gambling and whoring with precisely the skill necessary not to
jeopardize one's chance of later settling into a life of
respectability. And then winking slyly whenever tales of one's
youth were told over brandy.

The Third instantly decided Tina would help
solidify that reputation. She was definitely the type legends could
be made of. Those big dark eyes. And that olive skin. Something
Mediterranean, almost tarty there. Not at all like the pastel girls
at Newport each summer. One of whom he would eventually choose and
many. But this Tina! With the jet black hair. Not permed or curled
like the others, but brushed back, hanging straight down across her
shoulders. Pointing like an arrow to what he told himself was the
most perfect ass he had ever seen. The Third couldn't take his eyes
off it. Like it was a creature all its own. Was she used to having
it grabbed? That's what they did in those steamy little Latin
republics, didn't they? He almost whimpered at the thought.

But now The Third was crawling across the
table as the band swung into Cherokee and the confetti
grenades went off all around them. "Teeenaaaw my beloved! Don't be
such a slacker. Can't you see I'm wiiiiild about you!" he yelled
through the noise.

"Isn't he deeviiiine?" shouted Lois.

"You're drunk," Tina said. There was that
same cool, bemused smile that had intimidated him before.

"But darling, love conquers awwwl." That same
damned smile. "Be a sport. I'm off to fight the fascists. I'll come
back a hero, you know."

"Who are you kidding? You're not even going
overseas."

"Teeenaaaw. A mere technicality, my dearest.
Washington will be a jungle too, you know. Now do be kind." He
reached out, groping. Pawing. That ass, that splendid ass. Easily
the crown jewel on a necklace of lesser gems he had recently
plundered. "Teeenaaaw!" yelled The Third, crawling across the table
toward her.

But that damned smile. The best ones were
often like that, though. You just had to break them in. The Third
lunged as Tina stepped serenely aside. He nosedived straight into
the floor, breaking his fall on young Turnbull, a sophomore who had
not even been reported missing.

The Third struggled to his feet, a glazed and
crooked little grin of determination on his face. And for a moment
Tina saw the room shatter into fragments of tuxedos and brass. And
Ivy League types with cubist faces, florid, laughing and
shouting.

A young man stood in the doorway. The man was
dressed in a soldier's uniform under a khaki trench coat. He had
black shiny hair combed straight back and sharp dark eyes set
behind cheekbones that caught the light. He brushed past the maitre
d'. For a moment Tina thought he was staring at her.

"Hello, Leo," said The Third in a feeble
voice as the young man approached, with that fierce stare and that
smile that looked like they came from different faces.

"Harriman! My old friend!" said the young man
with outstretched arms that made Tina think of a hawk descending on
a whimpering rabbit. He swung his arm around The Third's shoulder
in a sharp little hugging motion. "You weren't going to let your
old pal Leo go off to war without paying your debts, were you?"

"Look, Leo, I was going to find you."
No vowels dropped here. The Third had suddenly become very
nervous.

"Hey, no problem, pal." Leo was both soothing
and menacing at the same time. "But let's have a talk, huh?" She
could see his arms tighten, steering The Third through the chaos of
dancers and drunks over to an alcove near the cloakroom. There was
arguing, perhaps pleading, with The Third's arms flying in all
directions until the man grabbed the lapels of his tuxedo and
pinned him against the wall with gentle menace. Tina watched the
man through the crowd of yelling students. He was the only one in
the room who interested her.

She walked to the cloakroom. "I'm leaving
now," she said to The Third. "I can find my own way home."

"You can't leave," said The Third in an
indignantly screechy voice. “It's not even midnight."

"This your wife?" Leo's left hand was still
wrapped around a lapel.

"Good God, man! She's just a girlfriend,"
said The Third, looking insulted.

"Oooh, you charmer you," said Leo, patting
The Third's cheek as Tina walked out the door.

The snow was piled high on the cars being
pushed through drifts by drunken men wearing party hats and
laughing when they slipped behind the wheels that made sizzling
sounds on the ice. The clubs on 52nd Sheet were like blast furnaces
of music and voices whenever their doors were opened. Tina had
almost reached Sixth Avenue when Leo caught up with her. She could
hear him running, his shoes making crackling noises on the fresh
snow. He shot past her, skidding on the ice and grinning. "Happy
New Year."

"Happy New Year."

"So, are you going to celebrate it with
me?"

"I don't even know you." And a voice inside
her said shut up. Don't push it. She stopped walking.

"Well, judging from your taste in men you
can't help but do better with me." His grin was like a challenge.
No way. Absolutely no way.

She turned and kept walking as he called out
behind her, laughing and saying okay, okay it was all a joke.

"See, I've just proved you can do
better," he grinned, skidding past her again. But this time he
tripped, his legs shooting out from under him as he hurtled into a
snowbank and lay there, partly buried and very still. Tina stood
there. A trick, definitely a trick. She kept walking. She stopped.
He still lay there. A faint moan rose from the snowbank.

She stood looking at the tiny second hand on
her watch. Ten seconds. Twenty. Nothing. Thirty. She bolted. Racing
toward him, pulling him out of the snowbank as a gurgling noise
came from his throat. And cradling his head on her knee saying over
and over how sorry she was. Oh dear God she was sorry.

His eyes suddenly snapped open. "Okay, you're
forgiven."

 


 


9

 


For Leo, New Year's Eve was to have been
spent tracking down rich dink Harriman Solesby III and getting the
money he had been owed since November when Solesby started hanging
around McGirr's pool hall on weekends. Trying to convince some
Vassar girl that he knew all the wise guys. Leo decided on the spot
that the dink was not just a fool, he had to be a rich fool. The
kind of spoiled idiot who grew up surrounded by servants, who
couldn't tell him to shut up. For two weekends, Leo let the others
have him. On the third, Leo slaughtered him. It was all done
straight. No shills. No cool-off men. And almost no hustle. He
merely insulted Harriman Solesby III in front of the Vassar girl.
It always worked with dinks. They were always looking to thrash the
disrespectful. Two hours later when Leo sank the final ball there
was eight hundred dollars in cash and IOUs for twice that much on
the table. Almost enough for a Cadillac.

The dink would pay, no question about it.
With juice, the IOUs had gone up over two grand. But all Leo had to
do was stare hard and Harriman Solesby III went to jelly. Thinking
about the broken kneecaps and mobsters that hung around the edges
of that relentless stare. Leo had practiced staring into the mirror
until he got it down cold. On the New Year's Eve he went looking
for Harriman Solesby III, Leo used the car mirror to rehearse his
stare before going into each of the clubs on 52nd Street.

And this girl? Tina. A definite bonus. How
often could you walk away with a mark's money and his girl?
She was beautiful. At first that was all there was to it. But by
the time they got to the Onyx he started thinking maybe this one
was different. She knew things. She talked of Paris like he
talked of New York. And it wasn't to impress him either. She felt
no need for that. You could tell. And at first this pleased him. A
nice change from all the perfect size eights who were chained to
their compact mirrors. But by the time they got to The Famous Door,
Leo was starting to feel insecure. Maybe she was bored with him. He
started trying to impress her in little ways that made him feel
phony. Like making sure she saw Buck and Freddie and the others in
Basie's band nod hello to him. She'd have to figure that this was
not just your average garmento she was out with when she saw that.
How many stiffs knew jazz hotshots like these? Negro jazz hotshots.
If she was one of these liberal types, he'd be chalking up points
like crazy. But it was so hard to tell. She reacted as if it was
all just normal and then excused herself, walking over to the bar
to order a drink. And paying for it. No woman he'd ever been
with had paid for her own drinks. Not in clubs like these.

Leo knew he was in trouble. He was in
love.

Ridiculous, he told himself. But he didn't
care. He just wanted the night to keep going, and by the time they
left the second club Leo was on the verge of phoning that rich dink
and telling him to forget the envelope tomorrow, keep the damn
money, you've paid it back. They had been talking about the army
and the war and somehow she seemed worried. She'd looked across the
table, those vast dark eyes locking on him when he had made a joke
about being back home by next summer. After all, what chance did
that putz Hitler have when he and the guys from the Bronx got
over?

She had instantly reached out, putting her
hand softly across his arm with an urgency that stopped all his
words.

After midnight, they kept going. The Famous
Door. Hickory House. Basin Street. Bartenders called out to him.
Musicians winked over their trumpets and clarinets. And older men
in expensive suits and sinister creased faces got up from corner
booths to put their arms around him and tell him to be careful when
he went off to war. Leo would make jokes and introduce Tina as his
newest best friend who had just found him in a snowbank. The older
men would look her up and down as if they were figuring a price on
stolen goods. Then they would nod politely with a tiny smile they
reserved for women who existed merely to service a friend on
whatever night they were introduced. Women they would never meet
again. Tina loathed them all.

When they were outside again leaning into the
wind-driven snow, Leo was exuberant, unpredictable, sometimes
pelting passing police cars with snowballs and making her laugh as
he shot past her, arms folded, on the icy sheets. And when all of
52nd Sheet echoed with the chorus counting down to midnight, he put
his arm around her, rubbing the back of the flimsy cloth coat she
was wearing. Happy New Year!

It seemed like a natural thing to do, to lean
over and kiss her, embracing her, drawing her in against him until
he suddenly felt her pull away for that one instant when he thought
he had made a mistake, crossing some shifting boundary that she had
redrawn between them. But then in another instant it was Tina who
came to him, encircling him with her arms, kissing him
fiercely.

All around them the sheet had filled with
laughing, drunken revelers. Even the cops who had sneaked out the
side door of one of the clubs were cheering the New Year with the
free beer they had been given. Someone had built a snowman on their
police car. The snowman had been given a little pocket comb for a
mustache, exactly like Hitler's, and its arm was raised over its
head in a perfect Sieg Heil salute. It was Leo who threw the
first snowball at Hitler. Everyone joined in, laughing and yelling
about what they would do to the Nazis in one mere month. A week
even! The bastards would be wiped out. Just like the snowman.
Hitler was demolished by the snowball artillery led by women who
hoisted long dresses up with one hand and threw with the other. Men
slipped on the ice laughing and clinging to party hats. Only Tina
did not join in.

And later, driving back in his Packard that
somehow didn't seem to impress her the way it did other women who
had been in it, Leo realized that whenever he talked about going
off to war she would press herself a little closer to him. And
whisper something he could not quite hear.

So he talked about going off to war more than
he had intended.
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Leo can be so weird. Sometimes it's like
having two daughters is just too much for him. I'm willing to bet
that if Leo ever talks to God the first question he asks Him after
who's going to win the third race at Belmont is why He didn't give
him boys. Or at least one boy. Leo is definitely a son type of
father. Sometimes when it's Leo's turn to be with us for an
afternoon I've noticed that Mother will do her own weird stuff. If
she's mad at him she'll make sure we're all dressed up in our pink
dresses. Lots of lace and bows. With our white knee socks and shiny
black shoes. And our hair curled up like Goldilocks. Then she sends
us off to meet Leo like two frilly torpedoes. When we meet Leo he
can't hide the look that comes on his face. It's the same look as
we must have had the time we thought the Goldblatts' watchdog was
on a chain only it wasn't. Leo will clear his throat a lot and play
with the knot in his tie while he's saying things like "Well, how's
it going, gang?" Then he'll buy a bunch of hot dogs from a street
vendor to keep us busy eating while he figures out what to do with
us. But he does try hard. He takes us to all kinds of tourist
places like the Statue of Liberty or the Empire State Building and
gets real nervous if we don't act excited. Ruthie and I always come
home wiped out from acting real excited.

A couple of times Leo figured out Mother's
frilly dress plan and got back at her by sending Stanley his driver
to be with us for the afternoon. Have you any idea what that's
like? He's worse than Leo because he doesn't know what to do
either. And because he's not our father we don't bother acting
excited. So it's four silent hours of ice cream parlors. Ruthie and
I used to love ice cream.

After we'd gotten stuck with Stanley a couple
of times Mother stopped putting us in the dresses and Leo came to
call for us again. Somehow it makes everything easier when we wear
blue jeans and our old T-shirts. Then we just go roaring around
Central Park while Leo sits on a bench and reads the Racing
Form. If we want he'll take us rowing in the lake in the middle
of the park. The time he fell in and got a soaker he laughed as
much as we did. Then he dumped water on us. It was like he had two
temporary sons, but with longer hair.

In the last couple of weeks Leo is acting
strange again. Ever since Mother being in jail and him finding out
about Ivory Joe. Once in a while he'll sneak in a question about
this Negro fella trying to act like he really isn't all that
interested. But he is. Leo's problem is that for someone who likes
having fun, he's too much of a family man. It's like he's afraid
Mother's going to do something to make us not like him. Then of
course he's still crazy about Mother but that's a whole other
story.

Last weekend was my birthday. Last year he
sent Stanley over with a stuffed panda and an envelope with fifty
dollars in it. But this year he goes real big time. Last Saturday
afternoon Ruthie and Leo and I get out of his car in front of the
Copacabana nightclub. "This is to show you that your old man really
loves you, kid. And you too, Ruthie," Leo says. As if we thought he
didn't. Inside I couldn't believe it. It was like my class at
school was being held in the Copa. They were all there.
Surprise! they all yell. The orchestra starts playing Happy
Birthday and ponies come roaring out onto the stage and start
dancing. At first I'm just standing there with my mouth open but I
realize Leo is watching me so I start acting excited. And I am but
not in the way he wants me to be. There's Sara Kramer and Susie
Leggat and all the others who have never even heard of the Copa
sitting there drinking Cokes like the doxies who come here all the
time with Leo's rich friends. Big butter and egg men he calls them.
Chiselers Mother calls them. Even Mrs. Levine our teacher is there
clucking around Leo who turns on the charm. Now that I can't
believe. We always said her face would crack if she smiled but
there she is acting like a real simp as Leo pulls one routine after
another. Meanwhile his secretary poor old Mrs. Weissman walks
around in a daze holding a clipboard and checking off the names of
the kids who came. Guess who did all the work?

But I really can't believe Mrs. Levine.
She'll be in Leo's lap next. What a hussy she's turned into.

As the orchestra is blaring away I figure a
couple of things out. First is that the music they're playing is
nowhere near as great as Ivory Joe's. The second thing is that
there's no boys here. Not one.

Leo's always warning us about boys. Like when
Tubby Wilson asked if he could take me for a malted two Saturday
afternoons ago Leo almost had a conniption. He wanted to follow me
and Tubby in his Cadillac. When I got mad at this he said okay he'd
stay at least a block behind us. I got madder and said what for? He
said it was in case Tubby tried something. Tried what? I asked him.
Something.

You have to watch out for boys, he said.
Typical Leo. Just like he's always telling us how important school
is.

But Uncle Morris has told us what Leo was
like in school.
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My problem is that when I'm with Ivory Joe I
still keep hearing Leo's questions. This Negro fella, what's
your mama—your mother doing with him? In my head I keep telling
Leo that all she's doing is organizing things for Ivory Joe. Doing
all the business stuff so he can get his group together.

Last night me and Mother and Ivory Joe sat on
the floor of his studio and chose the name of the group. I loved
it. I loved it because they actually asked me what I thought. That
doesn't happen often. Except at school. Mother wrote the names on
cards that we spread out on the floor. We had Ivory Joe and the
Shadows. The Dominoes. The Cools. The Ebonies. The Phantoms. The
Velvets. But we finally decided on Ivory Joe and the Classics. Or
at least Ivory Joe settled on it. Anything about music he decides.
But when it comes to money he leaves it all up to Mother. She's
going around talking to agents and the club owners. You can tell
she really loves what she's doing.

It's like running a business only it's
fun.

Today I found out where the Negroes live. I
get to go up to Harlem with Ivory Joe while he looks for someone to
be the bass singer in the Classics. Mother said I should think of
it as part of my education which is the way she thinks about things
like this. I'm riding with Ivory Joe in his old Chevrolet and we're
way up past Central Park and pretty soon when I look out there's no
more white people. I'm the only one. I ask Ivory Joe what happened
and he just laughs. I tell him I'd like to live up here because
there's hills. I didn't know New York had hills like these.
Sometimes Ivory Joe's real serious like something's going on in his
mind. I can ask him questions and he doesn't hear. That's when you
can see the muscles in his arms bulge out under his shirt. I ask
him if there's a Mrs. Ivory Joe and he just keeps driving. But most
of the time he's teasing me, saying that he's going to make me a
singer in his group. He knows I sing worse than old Mrs. Foster in
apartment 8D.

We stop at a store in Harlem with a lot of
junk in the window and a sign saying Record Shack. Next door is a
place that fixes cars but it's not like a normal garage because
they're fixing the cars right on the street. There's pieces all
over the sidewalk. Inside the store everybody laughs and sort of
shakes hands and then Ivory Joe introduces me as his assistant.
They all shake my hand. I feel very important. Ivory Joe starts
asking where he can find Clarence. That's the bass he's looking
for. While they're talking I look around the store. There's tons of
records and photographs stuck up on the walls. They're all Negroes
and I've never heard of them.

But there's also photographs of boxers and
everybody's heard of them. Joe Louis. Sugar Ray Robinson. Ezzard
Charles. All the champions that Leo and the big butter and egg men
go to see fight at Madison Square Garden. But then I see a
photograph of another boxer and I can't believe it. It's Ivory Joe.
And under that one is a photo of him in the ring hitting some other
boxer whose face is all munched up by Ivory Joe's glove. Ivory Joe
is that you? I yell. Of course I know it is.

"The old days," he just says.

"Last winter," says that fat funny man behind
the counter who laughs and hits Ivory Joe in the shoulder with his
fist. But not hard.

When we get back in the car he says we're
going to Wadleigh High School which of course I haven't heard of
either. It's down on the flat part of Harlem and looks like a weird
old castle with high walls and pointy windows way up on the roof.
It's almost dark and as we get close to it I can hear people
singing real fast with voices all sounding like one. "They're just
kids," Ivory Joe says, but they look like they are in at least
eleventh grade to me. When they stop another bunch starts. They
sing real slow and go doooo-waaaah doo-waaah a lot.

Another group starts singing something that
says baby-baby all the time. It's like a contest they're
having and all around the courtyard other Negroes are clapping or
cheering for their favorites. Ivory Joe takes my hand and leads me
back out onto the street. We walk around the block and I stay real
close to Ivory Joe because it all seems darker at night here, like
there's not as many streetlights. But there's people all over the
block just standing around. We have to go around the whole block to
get to the other side of the school. Before we even get there we
can hear Clarence. Dooom-dat-da-doom-dat-da-doom-doom-doom.
He sounds like a foghorn that's taken music lessons. We go into a
different courtyard now, a real small one with lots of echo, and
there's Clarence all by himself. He's real black but even in that
darkness I can see he's big, way taller than Ivory Joe but without
the muscles. Sort of lumpy-looking. He sees us and stops.
"Clarence," yells Ivory Joe in a real happy loud voice.

"Hey, Joe," says Clarence softly. His eyes
look scared like Goldblatts' dog's after they smack it.

"You been hidin'," says Ivory Joe in that
same voice. It echoes. It's not like him at all.

"Ain't hidin', Joe." Then he mumbles
something. He has a funny way of talking where all the words go
together. It's like listening to a foreigner speak.

"So? C'mon, Clarence. What's the problem
then?" Ivory Joe starts singing something from Ghost Lover. "Sing
it, Clarence," he yells. He's ordering Clarence.

"Cain't, Joe. No use."

"Sing, dammit." Ivory Joe is singing the same
part over and over trying to get Clarence to join in. Clarence
tries to walk away but Ivory Joe grabs him by the jacket and all of
a sudden Clarence's eyes change. Like from a hound dog to a wolf.
He looks real mean and starts pushing back at Ivory Joe who just
starts laughing while he sings. There's more pushing. And laughing.
"Can't do it, huh, Clarence?" He's making Clarence madder and
madder. You can tell because those eyes of his are making me back
up and I want to yell to Ivory Joe that we should be going. But
then Clarence starts doing a doom-dat-da-doom not the same
as before but one that blends in with what Ivory Joe is singing.
And even though they both look like they're going to kill each
other they're sounding great. They keep going until right in the
middle of it Ivory Joe suddenly stops. "C'mon, Chrissie." Just like
that. Suddenly we're leaving but I'm walking backward watching
Clarence go back to his hound-dog eyes like if his master was
leaving for good. "Hey, Joe," he yells.

"What?" says Ivory Joe opening the car door
and sounding real bored.

"I'll think about it."

"Forget it."

"I'm good, Joe. You know it."

"Yeah? But what good's that gonna do you,
Clarence? Someday you're gonna be an old man tellin' people how
good you were. But they ain't gonna know cause no one'll have heard
a note you ever sang." He started the car. Clarence leans in the
window.

"I'm your man, I tellya, Joe. Man, I'm sorry.
But I gets scared."

Ivory Joe just looks him right in the eyes
like he's trying to find something. At first nobody says anything.
"Hey. Nothin' to be scared about." Ivory Joe chuckles. Clarence
looks relieved and holds out his hand. "You're a Classic now,
Clarence," says Ivory Joe. Clarence sort of smiles.

We're driving along in the Chevrolet and
Ivory Joe isn't saying anything. Just looking at the sidewalk like
he's expecting to see something. After a while he says, "Chrissie,
you understand?"

Understand? Understand what? Is he
going to think I'm a dummy if I tell him the truth? That I don't
even understand what it is I'm supposed to understand. Nope I
say.

"Stage fright. Clarence is the best. He was
probably singing bass when he was your size. Down in Alabama. Never
seen anyone scared like him before. Scared cause he's angry and
can't figure out what to do with it all. Can't read. Can't write.
And he's nineteen now.

“How's he going to sing if he's scared?”

"That's our job. To make him not scared." I
like it when he says our. We're driving along a wide sheet in
Harlem with some hills on it and he's still looking for
something.

Are you going to be the heavyweight champion,
Ivory Joe? I ask.

"Middleweight," he says. "But I quit
that."

“Why?” I ask.

"Because." As if that's an answer. Then he
says, "I knew I could never be the best. You follow me?" I nod. But
I don't. Not really. Ivory Joe suddenly sees whatever it is he's
looking for and turns the car around on the hill. He parks in front
of a store with curtains over the windows and a bunch of Negro men
just hanging around outside. Right away I can tell he doesn't want
me to go inside with him just by the way he explains that he is
looking for someone who's a tenor but it's not a place for little
girls. Fine! I say in my best Ruthie voice. He looks sort of glad
that I agree and gets out of the car. He's walking over to the door
waving to the men on the sidewalk when all of a sudden he stops and
looks back at me. He comes to the car again and says even though he
promised my mama that he wouldn't leave me alone he's sure I'm
going to be all right. Okay with me I tell him crossing my arms in
front of me. So he leaves me again and this time he gets right
inside the door before he turns and comes back and wants me to know
he's not going to be long. Okay with me I say. And he gets upset.
"Why do you keep saying that?" he asks. What am I supposed to say?
He grabs my hand and says we're both going inside. No way I tell
him. I know when I'm not wanted. That's when he starts talking in a
low voice with his teeth together. But smiling. So I start
talking in a low voice with my teeth together. But smiling. This
makes him laugh.

We go down this long hallway toward a room
where there's lots of noise and smoke. The room is filled with men
and a few ladies all of them Negroes and it's sort of dark but
everywhere I look I see money. There's a pile of it on a table and
some men are handing it to people holding pieces of paper with
writing on them. In a corner some man is counting another pile and
music is playing real loud on the phonograph. Other men are coming
in and out holding more paper. A lot of them have long white
handkerchiefs hanging from their back pockets. I ask Ivory Joe
what's going on. "The digits," he says. "The rackets. They're
betting." He's walking through the crowd and people are looking at
him and then at me like I'm the man from Mars. We get to a table in
the corner where some men are playing cards. When they see Ivory
Joe they all start laughing and slapping at his hand. One of them
is called Zoot. He's younger, kind of skinny with a real big mouth
and funny grin that sticks out on either side of the cards he's
holding up in front of his face. "Hey, nigger, howya doin'?" he
says.

I can't believe it. That word! My
mother would wash his mouth out with soap. There's gonna be trouble
I know it because Ivory Joe's not going to stand for that. But I
look up and he's just grinning right back. "Fine, Zoot, just fine."
Then when Zoot looks over at me he says, "This is my assistant,
Chrissie."

"Pleased to meet you, Chrissie," says Zoot
his long arms coming out toward me all loose and snaky like a hose.
I shake his hand. "But what's such a pretty child as you doing with
a highsider like this?"

I don't know what to say but another man
who's bald and fat and wearing a suit starts laughing. "Hey, Zoot,
I do think you should reconsider seeing as your old lady got a
terminal dose of the uglies." Uuhh-gleys he says. They all laugh
including Zoot who says, "Tell me, Henry, is it true your woman is
so scrawny she looks like six o'clock?"

"Hell, Zoot, when your woman stands still on
the street drunks come up and lean against her asking why the
light's gone out. I swear.

I seen it!"

I'm not sure but I think I'm supposed to
laugh. They all are. And pretty soon they're saying awful things
about each other's mothers and fathers and cousins and brothers. I
try to imagine Leo sitting down and telling Uncle Morris that Aunt
Ida looks like a fire hydrant except even the dogs won't go near
her. Or Arnie Dalitz telling Grandma that with a nose like Grandpa
has she'd better not let him stand around the flowers because
nothing grows in the shade. I really don't think it would be the
same. They'd all be punching each other and yelling even worse
things. But Zoot and Henry and all the men at the card table are
just laughing themselves right off the chairs.

I see Ivory Joe watching Zoot real carefully
and after the others have gone off for drinks he sits down and
says, "I hear you ain't going with the Royales after all."

"That's right, Joe," Zoot says, just looking
at his cards."I'm putting together another group. Real good one.
Bringing Clyde over from Newark. Clarence is in. Need another great
tenor."

Zoot puts his feet up on a chair and keeps
fiddling with his cards. "You askin' me, Joe?" Ivory Joe just nods
and stares right into his eyes never letting go. "Tell you the
truth, Joe, I'm getting tired of working here as a runner for
Bumpy. Havin' trouble holdin' onto the green. I just blow it all
first game o' cards I get myself into. The cards gone cold on me.
But then I could always hold a note better'n a full house. Besides,
I been thinking about the fun we had making all that devil music."
He starts laughing and slapping Ivory Joe on the shoulders. Then he
remembers I'm there and says, "Excuse me, darlin'." No one's ever
called me darling before.

Ivory Joe is getting ready to leave. But now
I'd like to stay because I don't feel much like the man from Mars
anymore. People are actually talking to me. Henry shows me a card
trick and he introduces me to some of the other Negro men at the
table. There's Red Leg who's old with white hair. A toothpick is
always moving all over his mouth without his hands even touching it
and he doesn't look you in the eyes. There's Cool Curtis. And
Dipper. They both look real tough till they smile. They're dressed
in expensive suits and Dipper has a fedora on his head. Then
there's Bama who's got no hair at all but he can make the ace of
spades come out of his ear. He says he'll teach me to cheat good
enough to play against So Black. This makes So Black laugh. His
voice is real deep. It seems to come out of his boots. He's got a
pot belly and a lot of wrinkles and they all say he can look real
dumb when he has to. So Black gives me a poker chip and says I
should take it home to my daddy. I should tell my daddy it's free
as long as he comes and plays him and Dipper in a poker game.
They're all laughing but all I can think of is tell my daddy. Leo?
Are they crazy?

I don't even want to think about
that.
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Ivory Joe is driving Leo crazy and he's not
even trying to. When we come back that night after finding Zoot and
Clarence, Leo is actually parked in front of our apartment waiting
for me. When Ivory Joe stops his car to let me out we don't even
see Leo at first. I'm saying good-bye when all of a sudden the car
door flies open and there's Leo grabbing my arm and staring daggers
at Ivory Joe.

"Are you all right?" he practically yells in
my ear like he's saving me from being murdered or something.

I really blow it. Guess where I've been I say
thinking he'll be glad. Ivory Joe took me up to Harlem. Right away
I can tell that's not what I should have said. But what's the big
deal about Harlem? Leo starts yelling at Ivory Joe who just sits
and stares as cool as he can be.

"Where the hell do you get off taking my
daughter up to Harlem?"

I had fun I say.

"Now, Christie, honey, you stay out of this."
He says honey like he's going to spit something out.

"No harm done," says Ivory Joe. "She was
looked after."

"I'll decide that," yells Leo. "Now you stay
away from her or there's going to be trouble. Understand?"

If there was going to be trouble like a fight
or anything it would be Leo who'd be in for it. Leo doesn't
exercise much anymore. Ivory Joe is a lot younger too. But all this
is starting to upset me and when I start to cry Leo that jerk
yells, "See! See what you've done to her," at Ivory Joe.

Ivory Joe's my friend I say to Leo. I feel
stupid because people on the street are looking now. Which I hate.
It's none of their business. But I'm sniveling away like when Louie
Makin stole the class hamster. And that was three years ago.

"Christie, that's enough. Come on. We're
going inside to straighten this out with your mother." Straighten
it out? Fat chance. Leo is standing over near the doorway and I'm
between him and Ivory Joe. Right now I want to go with Ivory
Joe.

Ivory Joe figures out what I'm thinking.
"Chrissie, he's your daddy. He knows what's best for you." I turn
around and see Leo looking even angrier like since when does he
need Ivory Joe to get me to do what he wants.

Upstairs. Boy Leo is really straightening it
out. Ruthie and I can hear the whole thing from her bedroom where
they put us while they fight. "Harlem," he's yelling. "She's up in
Harlem with some Negro for christsakes."

"Well, who do you expect her to go to Harlem
with? An Eskimo?" says Mother.

"Checkmate," says Ruthie, who's lying on the
bed staring at the chessboard taped to the ceiling. She's playing
eight people at once by mail. But she had to change her name
because people always quit when they found out they were playing a
girl. So every week mail comes for Rudy Klein. Ruthie says she's
had it with men. But she's beating every one of them.

After Leo meets Ivory Joe lots of changes
start happening. Leo decides he's getting his own place fixed up so
we can go and stay there for a couple of days at a time. This was
supposed to happen years ago but there was always some excuse. But
now it's like where have we been all his life? Leo is all of a
sudden real nervous that this thing with Ivory Joe is more than he
thought. Ruthie thinks he's jealous. Of what? I ask her. He's
scared that Mother likes Ivory Joe. What do you mean likes I
want to know. You know likes she says but of course that's
stupid. Why is that stupid? I ask her.

"Don't you know anything?" Ruthie says in
that chess master voice she's got sometimes. "He's a Negro, you
dope." Oh yeah I say thinking about it for a while. Then she says,
"Besides, Leo'd kill anyone who came near Mother."

I don't know for sure. Maybe.

Next weekend we show up at Leo's apartment on
the East Side and he opens the door like he's going to take us on a
tour. You can tell he's glad that Mother came up with us because he
wants to show her around to prove that he's changed again. I can't
believe it's Leo's place. It looks really nice. And neat. Like no
one lives in there. There's a lady who comes, in a Miss somebody or
other who Leo says is his Interior Decorator. She talks to us in a
cutesy voice like we're idiots. She gets real anxious when she
takes us to our room. The Children's Area she says. It stinks. It's
all pink from top to bottom with frills and lacy things all over.
It's like living in a petticoat. And dolls everywhere. Where were
they five years ago when we needed them? This Miss somebody gets
real nutty when I even touch one of the dolls. She rushes up
and puts it back in its place. Ruthie and I look at each other.
Boyohboy this is great I say. Look at all the walls we can
draw on with our crayons. The lady starts having kittens. But
Ruthie and I lay it on. By the time we're finished her mouth is all
drawn up like the top of my little change purse when I pull the
string and all Leo wants to do is get her out of there.

At dinnertime Stanley shows up with food from
the Copa. Leo is being the good father. The phone rings and I run
to answer it. There's some woman on the line who's real surprised
to hear me answer. It's one of your girlfriends I yell and Leo
scrambles over to grab the phone away from me. He says, "Oh, Carol,
hi baby, I was just going to call you." And all those other fibs.
But he's really good at it. And pretty soon you can tell he's got
this Carol believing that he hadn't really forgotten he was
supposed to take her out tonight. It's just that the family is
over. All of a sudden Leo's Mr. Family and she's buying it but
she's still not letting him off the hook. He keeps telling her that
of course they'll still go to the party. Then he hangs up and
starts walking back and forth running the palm of his hand up
across his forehead. That's the sign. Big troubles.

Ruthie and I eat our Copa roast beef and look
at each other. Then she comes out with the line we're taught at
school.

 


Oh what a tangled web we weave

When first we practice to deceive

 


she says in a flutey schoolteacher voice. Leo
says, "Girls, girls, please. This is serious." Then he smiles like
he's got some bright idea. He dials Stanley's number and waits and
waits like the phone is stuck to his ear. When no one answers he
stares at the phone and says, "Can you believe it?"

"It's his night off," says Ruthie.

"He isn't even there," says Leo like he's
amazed.

"Amazing," says Ruthie. "You'da thought he'd
be there waiting for you to phone him on his day off."

"Yeah," says Leo like his mind is stuck in
the phone or something. Then he gets another big idea. You can just
see it coming. He dials the phone and says, "Phyllis? Hiya, howya
doing? Great. Listen, let's get together tonight, huh?"

We're floored. What's he going to do with
two of them? This Phyllis shows up all decked out in
lipstick you could see in the dark. She's chewing an awful lot of
gum and she's another one who checks the place out to see what
she'll change when she takes over. I feel like Ruthie and me are
watching a movie for the second time. Then Leo comes rushing out
and says, "Phyllis, honey, I've got an emergency at the office but
I'll be back in a little while." Just when Phyllis is about to do a
footstamper, Leo whips out a little velvet box and says, "Honey, I
bought them just for you."

Here we go again. The old fake pearl earring
trick. Leo's got a dozen boxes of them stashed away. Uncle Morris
got them when some company went bankrupt. If Phyllis lasts till
July she's going to be asking Leo why all the gold is wearing off.
Ruthie and I realize that Phyllis is really here just to be our
baby-sitter. Which makes us really mad because we're old enough not
to need one.



Phyllis and I end up playing canasta all
night. She's not bad if only she didn't chew so much gum. Phyllis
asks me a lot of questions about Leo and about what kind of
emergency he could have on a Saturday night. I tell her that you
never know with Leo. Everywhere he goes there's an emergency. Leo
gets home long after Ruthie and I fall asleep. We wake up next
morning in this frilly pink Children's Area. I feel like we should
be sleeping in Macy's window. Of course we start hearing the
groaning pretty soon.

"This is serious," Leo groans as he lies in
bed with his bathrobe and his sunglasses on. He has an ice pack on
his head. It's always serious. I get Leo his black bag with all the
pills and tonics in it. "I'm sure it's tuberculosis," he says
sounding like he's ninety. Last week it was diphtheria. He forgets.
Never ever is it a hangover. He looks through the black bag pouring
pills out and muttering to himself. Dr. Taffler shows up just after
Leo has taken a drink of the juniper juice. I clear out so Leo can
get his vitamin injection from creepy Dr. Taffler. Do you know that
he walks with his baby finger sticking out sideways?

After Leo decides he's going to live we go
out for one of our Sundays. At the movies we see Abbott and
Costello Meet the Mummy which of course Ruthie thinks is dumb
but me and Leo love. Ruthie never wants to admit it but you can
learn a lot from movies. Like you can always tell when the girl's
going to get kissed before it even happens. She always pushes the
sleeves of her sweater up. About halfway to her elbow. Just watch
Elizabeth Taylor or Marilyn Monroe when their boyfriends are
around. I told this to Ruthie once. She just tssked and said
it was dumb.

But a couple of days later I saw her go to
school with her sleeves pushed up.
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We like being at Leo's. But there's a
problem. It's Ruthie. She's in love even though she'd kill me just
for saying it.

All Ruthie wants to do is get home to
Mother's so she can stare at her chessboard taped to the ceiling
over her bed. She's got some guy from Chicago almost checkmated.
She figures that with one more move she'll win. Every day she's
been running to the mailbox to see if he's written her with his
next move. His name is Dr. B. W. Lewis. But Ruthie and I have
decided his name is probably Byron and most likely he looks like
Errol Flynn. Or maybe Clark Gable. I tell her that maybe she should
send him her next move in the mail with a note saying P.S. I'm a
girl. He'll probably be so impressed he'll ask her to go steady
I say. But Ruthie just gets mad and says how dumb I am for even
saying that.

But later she pushes the sleeves of her
sweater up again, Byron and Ruthie—True, I write on the
refrigerator and this just makes her madder. Brains don't like to
be teased about stuff like that. But you can tell she just wants to
get back to her chessboard. Leo can figure out something's wrong.
He comes into the Children's Area and says, "Hey, gang, we had a
great time today, didn't we?" and we make sure to yell "Yeaah!" But
he asks it a second time just to make sure. And then he tells us
that his family is real important to him. Real important, he keeps
saying.


Why do I feel like I'm right in the middle?
Somehow I've got to get Ruthie home to the chessboard and Byron and
without getting Leo all upset and thinking we like Mother better.
My mind is working like crazy. And I'm better at this than Ruthie
even though she's a brain. All of a sudden I figure out what to do.
I remember the amazing thing that happened to Annie Conklin,
Ruthie's best girlfriend's older sister, last year when she got
what they called her period right in the middle of gym class. None
of us even knew what a period was until then.

I tell Ruthie just to do what I tell her. Act
real tired I say. And say you've got a fat headache. She doesn't
get it. But she does it. Ruthie's a great actress. She walks out
into Leo's living room where he's reading the Racing Form
and her legs are all wobbly and she moans about feeling hot and
then cold. Leo keeps reading for a minute until suddenly he figures
out what she's said. Then his face goes all crinkly and he drops
the Racing Form. He carries her into the Children's Area and
tells her to get into bed. Then he makes a signal for me to go out
into the hallway and talk to him. But the phone rings just then and
he starts talking to someone about the sixth race at Aqueduct.

I peek into the Children's Area and tell
Ruthie to keep acting like she's got a temperature. When I go out
to talk to Leo he's already forgotten about Ruthie. He's still
talking on the phone. He puts his arm around me and gives me a
goobery kiss on the cheek. He knows his whiskers always itch like
crazy. But I still like it though. I know what Ruthie's problem is
I say to him.

But he doesn't even hear me. He's too busy
talking on the phone about putting two hundred on Quiet Dancer to
show.

So fine. I drop the bomb. She's started her
first monthlies I say. Leo nods and keeps talking about horses. But
then he stops. "Huh?" he says. His eyes get real wide.

You know. Her monthlies.

Leo looks like Abbott and Costello did when
they met the Mummy. His mouth falls open and makes a little
squeaking sound. Then he yells into the phone, "Freddie, I gotta
go. I got a goddam emergency!" Bang he hangs up and then grabs my
hand and almost drags me into the Children's Area where Ruthie is
still lying under the covers moaning. But she still doesn't get it.
When I talk about her monthlies in front of her she almost sits
right up and stares daggers at me. But she figures out it's too
late to change. Leo is already pacing all over rubbing the palm of
his hand across his forehead. What do we do? I say sort of
wailing.

Leo panics. "Jesus, you're asking me?"
He hurries out to the living room and grabs his little black book,
the one with all the doxies' names in it. He dials three different
numbers walking around in little circles muttering, "C'mon, c'mon."
No answer. Then he finally gets Phyllis. "Phyllis, honey, I'm so
glad to talk to you, my God, you can't imagine. Listen, I need you
to come over here. I've got an emergency—"

I can hear the click even from where
I'm standing. Leo stares at the phone. "Can you believe it?" he
says into the phone. After you gave her those nice earrings too I
say and Leo agrees as Ruthie comes out with a loud moan from the
other room. She's really getting into the part.

"Ruthie?" Leo yells, "Hang on. I'm calling an
ambulance." He actually starts dialing before I can yell that she
doesn't need an ambulance. The jig would really be up then. He
paces around some more and then you can see the light bulb go off
in his head. He dials the phone again. It turns out to be that
creepy Dr. Taffler. "You know the curse. The monthlies," he says.
"Christ, do I have to draw you a diagram?" Then he listens some
more. "So what do I do?" His eyes get real wide again. "Buy her
what? Me? Go into a store and ask for those? Are you crazy?"
This keeps on while Ruthie moans some more. "What the hell do I
know about how you use them?" he yells into the phone. I'm starting
to look for a way out of all this.

But it might be too late.

Leo slams the phone down and runs around the
apartment trying to find his tie which he always wears when he goes
out. "You're coming with me," he says. We go racing up Madison
Avenue to the drugstore. Leo's almost dragging me off my feet when
we go in. It's one of those places with a soda fountain where a
bunch of people are having milkshakes on one side and the drugstore
part's on the other side. Leo goes over to the cashier in the
middle. She's an old lady. Leo starts talking to her in a low voice
but she calls out "What?" in a voice that sounds like when you
scratch your fingernail across the blackboard.

"Cigars," yells Leo right away. Pretty soon
Leo's bought a box of cheap cigars. And then some aftershave
lotion. And a hot water bottle. In between, he drags me up and down
the aisles.

What do you need those cigars for I ask and
he just gets more crazy telling me not to talk so loud. He's
talking out of the side of his mouth. He stops in front of a whole
shelf of blue and white boxes. He's staring at them when all of a
sudden someone calls out his name. It's like somebody stuck a pin
in him. It's Mr. Kampelman and two other men I've seen. Leo acts
real funny when he's talking to them about the next Rocky Marciano
fight at the Garden. They say sure Leo and go for a coffee at the
soda fountain. They keep staring at him. Leo looks from the blue
and white boxes over to me and back again.

"Here's five bucks. Take one of those boxes
down from the shelf and go up to that lady and pay her."

And where are you going to be I ask stalling
for time.

"Outside waiting for you.”

Uh-uh. I shake my head.

"Okay, okay, here's ten bucks." I don't know
what to say to him. I just stare at the money. "Fifty then. But
that's my last offer."

I gotta get out of this fast otherwise pretty
soon he's going to be sitting on Ruthie's bed reading the
instructions on the blue and white box. Hey maybe we should take
Ruthie back to Mother's place I say.

Just when he's reaching for another
fifty.

All of a sudden he starts smiling. "Yeah!" he
says, looking like Quiet Dancer just won the jackpot. "Maybe we
should."
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Stanley drives us home. When we get there
Mother's not in but that's okay because she wasn't expecting us.
Ruthie is happy just to be back with her chessboard. And thinking
about Byron. I go into the kitchen and call the taxi company that
Mother uses. It's a Trafalgar 7 number like ours so it's there
right away. When I tell the driver I want to go to Small's Paradise
up in Harlem he looks at me real strange. When we get up past
Central Park on Seventh Avenue he asks me if I know where I'm
going. He says he's willing to skip the fare if I've made a
mistake.

I say thank you but it's okay.

When I get out of the taxi the streets are
filled with people mostly Negroes. Some are going to Count Basie's
place across th street. I'd been there with Ivory Joe. You can hear
the music from the street and a big crowd is lined up at the door
outside Small's Paradise. The Negro man at the door is dressed in a
suit and tie looking very, very rich. He says, "Hey, little girl.
Who you with?"

Ivory Joe and the Classics I say. I can hear
all kinds of people in the line start talking and making
wisecracks. And my mother I say. The Negro man grins and takes me
inside down a long corridor toward loud music. All of a sudden the
hallway opens up into this big nightclub with a stage in the
middle. They've even got ponies here too dancing and kicking their
legs at the same time while the band at the back is playing like
crazy. The whole place is what Ivory Joe calls jumping. Even more
than the Copacabana on my birthday. Way more actually.

There's only a few white people in here. The
man is still leading me through the crowd when someone turns a
spotlight on me and the Negro ponies on the stage all start waving
for me to come onstage. But I'm too embarrassed. Besides I've got
spots in front of my eyes even after the light is put back on the
dancers.

All of a sudden an arm reaches out and stops
me. I look into two piggy little eyes behind big fat glasses on a
big fat face. "Ain't you Leo's kid?" It's Herman Pinsky and I know
I'm in trouble because he'll tell Leo. It figures.

Herman Pinsky's a racketeer. Mother says
so.

Mother isn't quite as pleased to see me as I
thought she'd be. Everything's going crazy backstage and she's got
her hands full with the Classics. There's Clarence who's saying he
can't go out and sing in front of a crowd. He's too scared. And
Clyde the new guy with the real high fluttery voice when he sings
is jumping all over waving newspapers in the air saying that the
smoke from Zoot's skinny cigars is wrecking his voice. But Zoot
just keeps puffing and playing cards with old Red Leg who still
doesn't look right to me. Red Leg's toothpick just keeps moving
around in his mouth like it was on a handle somebody was turning
from the inside. It looks like they don't even notice Clyde who
keeps roaring around saying the smoke is the breath of the Devil.
Clyde talks about the Devil a lot. He used to sing in a church
before Ivory Joe got him into the Classics. Not the kind of church
we go to. It's one where the Negroes are all jumping around and
singing and waving their arms. Ivory Joe took me there three
Sundays ago.

Mother is over in the corner talking to some
white guy in a fancy suit. I can tell she's not sure if she likes
him because she keeps using his name. Mr. Goldin. She says
it the same way she says Arnie Dalitz's name. Everything about Mr.
Goldin is shiny. His hair is shiny with a big fat wave at the
front. His face is shiny. His suit is shiny. His shoes are shiny.
He's tall and he looks like a movie star who's getting old. He's
holding up pieces of paper in front of Mother and he keeps saying
he wants her to sign something. Mother starts reading the papers
and you can hear her arguing with him until the music from the big
room gets too loud.

Over in the corner Ivory Joe has his hand on
Clarence's shoulder. He's talking to him real tough. But Clarence
just gets twice as scared. He keeps saying he can't go on. "Too
scared, Joe," he keeps saying. You can tell things are getting bad.
Ivory Joe sees me and says, "Chrissie, you get yourself over here,
please." He sits me down in front of Clarence and says, "Boy, you
telling me you're too scared to sing right this minute to this
little girl here?" What else can Clarence say? He's got no choice
but to look angry and say, "Joe, who do you think you're calling
scared?" "Then sing, dammit," says Ivory Joe. So Clarence looks
right at me and starts singing his doom dat da doom ooh wa
wa part. I know he's nervous so I act extra impressed and this
kind of settles him down and by the time he gets into the Were
you ever/More than the mist/More than the love/I thought I had
kissed part of it he's starting to enjoy himself. Ivory Joe
stops him and says, "So what's the problem here, Clarence?"

Clarence and Ivory Joe come to an agreement
which makes me feel important. I'm supposed to sit right in the
front of the audience so Clarence can look straight at me and
pretend no one else is there when they're singing. Red Leg takes me
out into the audience grumbling away to himself. His toothpick is
still going all over his mouth like it's trying to find the way out
but can't. Red Leg must know half the Negroes here. Hands keep
shooting out making shadows in the spotlight. Red Leg just shakes
them and mumbles something without even looking. On the stage the
Negro ponies are kicking up their legs all at once and the band is
so loud I almost have to hold my ears.

We get to a table in front where two chairs
have been put for us. I can look through the ponies' legs and see
Herman Pinsky and the racketeer he's with. They're on the other
side of the runway. The racketeer's with a doxie. You can tell
she's peeved the racketeer isn't paying any attention to her.
Herman Pinsky and him are just staring up at the ponies and talking
to each other out of the side of their mouths. Sometimes they laugh
but you can't hear them. Herman Pinsky looks like a fat white mouse
with glasses. I don't know how someone like Leo could have someone
like him for a friend. I don't like him.

The Negro ponies leave and the man with the
microphone says, "Ladies and gentlemen, Small's Paradise in the
heart of Harlem is proud to present the newest act on its way to
stardom ..." and a whole lot of other stuff but I stop hearing it
because I'm so excited until ". . . Ivory Joe and the
Classics!" And everyone's cheering like crazy. Ivory Joe is the
first one out. They look great. All dressed up in those neat white
suits. The band is already playing. Zoot's next and right away Red
Leg starts laughing and slapping himself. Clyde and Clarence are
right behind and I see Clarence looking like he's getting sent to
the office to get the strap. His eyes are going all over looking
for me. He can't find me. It's like he's going to run away. So I go
Psssssssst and wave. He sees me. Already they're starting
into Train to You, the real fast song. Clarence starts
singing and staring at me and his eyes are a fire. But he's doing
it. They all are. Singing and moving like they're all one person.
All around me Negroes are yelling and clapping. Even the white
people are too. Not like the Copa where Mr. Podell will throw you
out if you get too carried away. Sometimes the Copa reminds me of
school.

Ivory Joe's voice is the loudest. It's
beautiful. High but not real high and singing about wanting to take
the fastest train back to see his girlfriend. And there's Zoot and
Clyde and Clarence pounding away making train sounds moving their
arms back and forth at the same time. Zoot is having a great time
grinning like he's just won a poker game. Sometimes for a split
second he grins down at Red Leg who's stamping his feet in time to
the music. Clyde seems like he's still in church with a dreamy
look. But I can't look at them too much because Clarence needs me
to look at him. As long as I'm staring right at him smiling and
clapping like everyone else you can see he feels okay. When they
finish Train to You they all bow at once and even Clarence
is starting to smile a little.

They do two more songs. Just when you think
people can't go any crazier after So Blue they go
into Ghost Lover and that does it. When they make their
voices start floating all over the whole place gets real quiet all
of a sudden and then Ivory Joe cuts in. It's like he makes his
voice swirl around the room. It's real spooky but when their voices
all come together the place goes wild. Cheering waving dancing in
between the tables. They're doing it all. And Clarence doesn't need
me anymore. He's looking all over the room grinning as he sings
looking like a big bear. In the middle of all the craziness I look
over and see Herman Pinsky trying to yell to the racketeer. He's
opening a briefcase and taking out some papers. They both look
excited too.

The only person who isn't going crazy is
Mother. I see her back in a corner where the curtains meet the
stage. She's just standing there in the shadows watching. You can't
tell what she's thinking of.

But it makes me think of Leo. I know what
he'd be thinking.

Afterward we go backstage and it looks like
the lunchroom when Louie Makin let the snake loose. People are
jumping up and down and hugging and shouting. A lot of the ponies
are all of a sudden real friendly to Ivory Joe. Too friendly if you
ask me. Where were they when he was just plain Ivory Joe? It's all
very amazing that the Negro ponies are just like the white ones Leo
hangs around with.

Mr. Goldin is talking to Mother again holding
that same piece of paper which he gives to her. They're shaking
hands when Herman Pinsky and the racketeer come roaring in and walk
over to Ivory Joe like they've known him for years. "Son, you were
great. Incredible. With the right help you could turn into a big
star. By the way, I'm Herman Pinsky, president of Avalon Records.
You probably heard of us. We've got the Vee Tones, the Good Knights
and Little Philly."

He's talking real fast. He reaches out and
shakes Ivory Joe's hand but Ivory Joe keeps looking over at the
racketeer. "Do I know you?" he says.

"Son, this is my business associate, Mr.
Eboli. Tommy Eboli," says Herman Pinsky.

"Weren't you in boxing?" asks Ivory Joe.

"Been in a lot of things, Joe," says the
racketeer with a big smile. He's got real bushy eyebrows.

"Now, Joe, is there a place we can talk?
Cause I got a contract here that'll make you a guaranteed
fortune."

Herman Pinsky's trying to get Ivory Joe away
from figuring out where he's seen this Mr. Eboli the racketeer. You
can just tell. He's trying to steer him away from all the other
people waving the contract in the air.

"You have to talk to our manager," says Ivory
Joe.

"Manager? You have a manager already?"

Ivory Joe nods.

"Well, where is he?" says Herman Pinsky.

"She," says Ivory Joe.

"She?" says Herman Pinsky. And when Ivory Joe
points to Mother you'd think Herman Pinsky has just run full speed
into the goalpost. He stands there gawking. Then he tries to act
like he's glad to see Mother. Fat chance. "Tina baby," he says.
"How nice to see you."

"Hello, Herman," Mother says in her great
drop-dead voice. Herman Pinsky must be thinking of the time Mother
made Leo stop the car so she could throw him out when he was drunk
and making rude noises in the back seat. Or when she caught him
stealing a silver spoon at home. Leo kept saying it was all an
accident but Mother wouldn't let him in the house again.

"This is really a stroke of luck, Tina. See,
I'm prepared to make the group here an offer that'll make everyone
rich."

"I don't think so, Herman."

"Now listen, Tina, Avalon has got the best
race records of any company. We know the Negro, Tina. Hell, look
what we did with Dew Drops and One Hour Man."

"Herman, right now it seems that Mr. Goldin
and I are close to an agreement."

Herman Pinsky and the racketeer see Mr.
Goldin for the first time. He's sort of faded away. "Hi, Herman.
Tommy," he says looking real strange like he's not happy to see
them.

"Well, well. If it isn't George," says the
racketeer. It looks like nobody's happy to see anybody else. Herman
Pinsky just stares at Mr. Goldin. Then he says, "George, I can't
believe it. You keep getting in the way."

"Look at it this way, Herman," says Mr.
Goldin. "We're all after the same thing."

"What's that?"

“Fine young talent."

"If you say so, George," says Herman Pinsky
looking like he's stepped in something soft. Then he really blows
it. "Tell me, Tina, does Leo know you're doing this?" like he was
saying he'd snitch if she didn't watch out. Boy is he ever talking
to the wrong person's mother.

Afterward Ivory Joe, Mother and me walk down
to Wells Restaurant. I'm so tired I'm starting to wake up again.
The place is packed even though it's real late. A lot of white
people are there and everybody knows everybody else. Ivory Joe
introduces me and Mother to some people who were just singing over
at the Apollo Theater. I sit there at the table by the window
eating fried chicken and waffles like everyone else. Red Leg comes
in and sits with us. He doesn't eat. He just makes his toothpick go
round in his mouth. They start talking about the racketeer and I
can see Ivory Joe doesn't want to say too much in front of me. But
Mother wants to. She says it's all part of our growing up. So we'll
be well rounded. Ruthie and I are going to end up so well rounded
we'll be circles if Mother gets her way. Leo's the opposite. He
thinks his daughters have to be protected from everything. But in
the end just being with Leo makes you well rounded.

"Racketeers," says Mother talking about
Herman Pinsky and the other man. It's one of her favorite words.
Then she starts worrying about signing the contract with George
Goldin. She's not sure he's the right record company for Ivory Joe
and the Classics to be working with.

"Hell's bells," says Red Leg. "They're all
crooks but anything's better than Pinsky. Ain't you figured out who
he's tied in with?"

"This a quiz?" says Ivory Joe.

"Vito Genovese," says Red Leg. I want to know
who this Vito Genovese is. For a little while there's just the
sound of Red Leg's toothpick going around.

"Big Mafia man," he says after a while.
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It's me who answers when Herman Pinsky
phones. It's our weekend to be at Leo's place and of course he's
not here. He's stepped out. Stepping out is one of the
things Leo says when he really means something else. Leo doesn't
really just step out. He goes for hours. He never plans to. He just
does and then remembers he's supposed to be somewhere else. It's
like nightclubbing. That's Leo's very own word that means
he's out spending the whole night drinking even if he's never
anywhere near a nightclub. Or ladyfriend. That's some doxie
he's never met before but who's stepping out with him to go
nightclubbing. You have to know these things.

I tell Herman Pinsky that Leo's stepped out
and I hear this creepy little white mouse hairless voice of his
asking me to write down that he's called. He's spelling it out so
slow that I'm finished while he's still halfway through Herman.
Does he think I'm in the second grade?

Then he tells me how nice it was to see me
with Ivory Joe at that place in Harlem. He really brownnoses like
crazy. Just like Mother said. Herman Pinsky and the racketeers are
trying to get a hold of Ivory Joe. It was nice to see you too I say
and hang up.

"Hah!" yells Ruthie who's flat on her back
staring at her chessboard that's taped to the ceiling. "The black
bishop advances on the white queen." She sees life as one big fat
chessboard now that she beat Dr. B. W. Lewis of Chicago. Byron as
we call him. He's written back asking for a rematch. Ruthie
practically had kittens. She's still afraid to tell him she's just
a girl. In her letter she wrote Regards to the wife trying
to look like a man, all sloppy with lines going all over the page.
We're waiting to see if he writes back with his next chess move and
a p.s. saying Myrna says hi or something. If he does
Ruthie'll be crushed. It's Byron this and Byron that. I'm sick of
hearing about Byron. Her room is filled with mushy love letters
she's written to Byron but she never mailed. I found them once and
started reading them and she had an absolute conniption. ". . . and
Byron I know it will be an adjustment but darling if our love can
shine like a flower at night..."

Boy oh boy. For a brain Ruthie's really gone
off the edge of her chessboard. I teased her and told her Byron is
probably some old guy all hunched up with a green hanging from his
nose. Like fun he is she yelled pointing to a photograph of some
actor she cut out of a magazine. On the bottom of the photograph
she's written Byron but when I peeled it off a little bit to
see who it really was it said Marlon Brando. But I'm glad
for Ruthie but he'd better change his T-shirt before meeting Leo.
Already you can see changes in Ruthie. She's bugging Mother about
getting the braces off her teeth. For when she meets Byron. I'm
being careful not to tease too much right now. Maybe later after
the next letter arrives.

Ruthie's got her chessboard out and she's
giving the players names. Like Mother's the White Queen. Leo is the
White King. Ivory Joe is the White Knight. The Classics are
something called Rooks. Me and Ruthie get to be Pawns. Herman
Pinsky and the racketeers are all on the black side along with a
bunch of ponies and stewardesses and lady friends. Ruthie starts
moving them around the chessboard but I can't follow what she's
doing.

The only important thing I tell her is to get
the White King and the White Queen back together again. Ruthie and
I start figuring out what to do. We've decided that Mother and Leo
just have to get together even though last time was a big
fat zero. We know they both still want to. Each of them keep asking
us lots of little questions about what the other one is doing. It's
not like Which floozie is your father hanging around with
now? It's always Honey pass me the flour and I'll bet your
father doesn't have time to bake you apple tarts like these
I mean him being out all the time as if we're supposed to
blab on Leo and say yeah Mom you shoulda seen the doxie he was out
with last night wow! But it's okay because they both do it. Leo's
getting even worse. No more stuff about This Negro fella.
Last time it was that colored character and him looking
right at us instead of making like he wasn't really interested.
Ivory Joe is really getting to Leo and we're worried something
awful might happen. Leo can get real mushy when he's been
nightclubbing and he might just get mad enough with Mother to make
himself fall for some doxie who'd marry him right on the spot. And
then wake up the next morning to find out he really just meant to
step out.

While we're trying to figure out what to do
the White King himself comes in. He's been nightclubbing even
though it's only Saturday afternoon. Probably over at Mr.
Kampelman's playing gin. "Hey, how's my girls?" he says. Like he
hasn't seen us for a year. "Now the party really starts, huh?" I
look at Ruthie and roll my eyes. I know what's coming. There's
nothing we can do. It's like being tied to the train tracks and
Leo's the train. I just stand there as he comes over and gives me
the biggest goobery kiss right on the cheek. Then Ruthie gets it.
The deadly bourbon kiss. You almost bite the dust from the
smell.

Leo notices that we don't have the TV on and
this makes him nervous. He just bought it last week. He told us it
was a present just for us so we acted real excited. Actually we
were. Most of the kids in my class don't have TV. You can split the
class in half. Those who know what I Love Lucy and The Ed
Sullivan Show are and those who don't. Knowing who Sergeant
Friday nabbed last night is very important. After Leo got us
watching the TV that first day in his living room Ruthie and I
suddenly figured out it was another one of his fast ones. We looked
around and he'd stepped out. The TV set was like Stanley his
driver. It was to keep us company when Leo went nightclubbing. We
now call the TV set Stanley Number Two. Leo sees the piece of paper
where I wrote down Herman Pinsky and right away he goes over and
dials the phone. At first everything is fine. It's the Leo and
Herman show as Ruthie says. There is all the usual Still making
millions? and Where you been hiding? that Leo and his
friends always go through before they start talking. But then the
trouble starts. We just watch Leo's face get angry and right away
we know that rat Herman Pinsky is telling him all about Mother and
Ivory Joe being at Small's Paradise in Harlem.

"She what?" Leo yells into the phone. Ruthie
and I beat it. Back in the bedroom we can hear Leo start yelling
into the phone and I know the rat is telling him I was there with
Ivory Joe and Mother. I start to get real nervous. Once in a while
Leo scares me when he gets extra mad. He's not like the Leo I know.
We hear him yelling even more and it's for real. But Ruthie is the
cool one. She sneaks back out and comes in with her chessboard.
"It's all a matter of logic," she says.

"Ruthie it's also a matter of making sure
that Leo doesn't go up to Small's Paradise tomorrow night," I say.
"Ivory Joe's playing there you know."

"Fine," says Ruthie like she's talking to
Byron. "How do we get a checkmate situation?"

I tell her I don't know what she's talking
about but she just keeps thinking up this big plan. Leo's been
supposed to take us up to Camp Wig-A-Mog to register for the
summer. But for three weeks he's come up with excuses even though
he promised Mother. She's worried stiff about us staying in New
York in the summer and using swimming pools and getting polio from
them. So Ruthie moves the White King around the chessboard and says
we just have to use rational thinking on Leo. We tell him he has to
take us to Camp Wig-A-Mog tomorrow. That way he won't get back in
time to cause any trouble up in Harlem. Ruthie's got the White King
and the White Knight on different sides of the board.

"Christie! Get in here!" Leo yells while he's
still on the phone. I know what he wants.

Ruthie is Miss Logic. Saying don't worry
about a thing. Just use reason like I do. She's moving the chess
players all over. I can't follow a thing she's doing.

"Christie!" This is definitely not the Leo I
know.

Ruthie picks up the chessboard and puts it in
my arms. "Just explain it the way I told you. There's no way he can
argue against it," Ruthie says. "It's airtight."

Well I'm not. I'm going to wet my pants I
say. It's true. I'm so scared I just want to hide. But Ruthie opens
the door. I walk out to face the monster holding the chessboard in
front of me. I don't know why I'm doing this.

"Christie has something to explain to you,"
Ruthie yells out. I could kill her. But I need both hands for the
stupid chessboard. Leo's still on the phone. Like a dog tied to a
short chain. He's walking back and forth all red and angry.

He starts shouting. "You never told me you
were up in Harlem with that colored singer. At some club! And your
mother too. Well?" I stare at Leo. Then I stare at the chessboard.
My mouth won't work.

"Christ, Herman, hold on a second," Leo yells
into the phone. Then he turns back to me. "Well? What business have
you being up in Harlem?" I look down at the chessboard trying to
remember all the logic. The White Bishop. And the White King. But
who's the Black Knight again?

"Dammit, are you deaf?"

That does it. All of a sudden I start bawling
my head off. It just happens. I drop the chessboard. "You want us
to get polio!" I yell at him. I don't know why. It just comes
out.

"Herman, shut up for a minute, will you. I
got problems here."

"You do, you do," I yell at him. "You want us
to die." I'm sniveling like a jerk but I can't help it. Then Miss
Logic jumps in and starts bawling too. "You want us to be
crippled," she yells. When Ruthie cries she gets snotty real quick
and it's awful looking at what's under her nose. She makes me cry
even more. And then I make her cry even more. Leo all of a sudden
looks like the guy Sergeant Friday shined the flashlight on.

"What are you talking about?" Leo says. No
more Mr. Tough Guy now.

Ruthie and I can't stop. "I'm going to be in
an iron lung because of you," I blubber. "Mother loves us. Even if
you don't. I wanna go home."

"Herman, do I tell you how to handle your
life? Look, I'll call you back."

The next day Leo takes us to Camp Wig-A-Mog.
He's like a big pussycat the whole time and no one says anything
about yesterday. We have to drive way up the Hudson River and then
turn off the highway going down roads with nothing but big pine
trees and some farmers' fields. Pine trees and fresh air are really
tough on Leo. If he's not around traffic and card games and a deli
he gets real edgy. Especially with us. He can't just go stepping
out over to Arnie Dalitz's or Mr. Kampelman's. It's when he
realizes he really doesn't know anything about girls. You can
almost see him wishing our names were Irving and Morty. Last summer
when Leo finally stopped sending Stanley up to see us and came
himself he looked like he didn't even want to get out of the car
when he saw one whole acre of little girls. But that was before he
met Miss Crawford the head counselor. In a bathing suit Miss
Crawford is really something. What a chest she has. We all wanted
to ask her if she ate anything special when she was our age. Leo
all of a sudden would love to know everything about how the camp
was run and Miss Crawford explained it to him. He couldn't even
pass his Junior Hiker's unless there was a crap game at the finish
line. But he goes walking all over the forest in his big thick
business shoes and his suit like he's Tarzan nodding at everything
she says. The next week Leo comes up dressed like he's hunting
lions. In the back of his Cadillac is a tent. And a huge pile of
corned beef and pastrami sandwiches from Lindy's. The mattress from
his bed is in the trunk. And a copy of the Racing Form and a
little roulette wheel. Wilderness supplies says Leo. That night
Ruthie and I watch Miss Crawford's cabin like a hawk to see if
she's there. No light ever comes on in her cabin. I can't believe
it! Miss Crawford! She even leads us in the camp anthem every
day!

But that was last year and this is now. There
was no Ivory Joe then. Ivory Joe is like a fourth person in the car
even though he's not here. He's the real reason we're going up to
the camp. Leo wants to get back home in time to ditch us and then
go up to Harlem and cause trouble. But Ruthie and me are stalling
like crazy. We take turns having to go to the bathroom and wanting
to stop for something to drink which makes us have to go to the
bathroom again. Leo keeps looking at his watch. It's afternoon when
we get up to Wig-A-Mog and the minute we find out Miss Crawford
isn't there this year Leo wants to leave. No matter what we do we
can't keep him there. We get signed in, choose the weeks we want to
come there and then presto we're back in the car. We don't even get
to look at the lake.

Trouble. But this time it's me that comes up
with the idea. We're driving through some little town and all of a
sudden I remember what we did last summer.

Hey. Let's play the policeman game I say.

"Not now, Christie," Leo says. He's got both
hands on the wheel which means he's really in a hurry.

Aw why not? And Ruthie figures it out right
away. She joins in with a little aw of her own.

"Girls. Look. I'm late for something."

"You used to do it all the time last year,"
Ruthie says.

"The policeman game needs a lot of time. You
know that," Leo says. That's why we play it. In the policeman game
the rules are that Leo has to do something totally nutty while he's
driving. And it has to be right in front of a cop. Then we get to
see him talk his way out of it. He does it every single time. When
Leo turns on the charm every cop in the whole world would be faked
out. You see them stick their head in the window with sunglasses
instead of eyes and that Sergeant Friday voice that means you're
going to jail for the rest of your life mister. But Leo wipes them
all out. Last summer when he drove across the front lawn of the
police department in some little town we thought he was a goner for
sure. Red lights flashing like the Fourth of July. A prowl car
racing over. Sirens blaring. But Leo's ready for them. He goes into
his Ohmygod officer what have I done! routine. The best part
is where he says how he's just overcome with emotion. Because of us
his two little daughters he hasn't seen in over a month. He pulls
out baby pictures of us. And then when we were two years old. The
cop always tries to stay being a tough guy. But when Leo is almost
starting to bawl you can see them start to cave in too. Leo always
offers to pay for the grass. And go quietly to jail. When he asks
the cop if he could find someone to drive his little girls home
safely that does it. The cop is almost bawling too. Especially if
he's a father. Leo always lays on a lot of my little girls.
One time he got a cop who was just getting divorced and had some
little girls too. Pretty soon both of them were sniveling away and
the cop was asking Leo to go for drinks after work. Every time
Ruthie and I grade Leo's performance from one to ten. That time we
gave him a ten. But when the cop had gone Leo still kept on acting
like a simp for about half an hour. Ruthie said it was because good
actors always get into their role but I'm not so sure. Anyway it
was still definitely a ten.

But today when we really need to play the
policeman game and stall for all the time we can get he won't do
it. So Ruthie throws a real sulk. She's a great sulker. You can
almost see the black cloud over her head. I can't do it like she
can but I try. Right now I'll try anything. Pretty soon Leo figures
out that he's got two silent sulkers on his hands. If there's one
thing that drives Leo nuts it's silence. It makes him real nervous
and usually Ruthie and I have to keep talking just so he won't feel
like we're wishing we weren't with him. After a day with Leo you
can get really pooped. But right now we just sit there. Leo turns
on the radio. It's lousy reception all static except for the two
stations that have church music on them. So we drive through little
towns listening to church music until it makes Leo crazy and he
switches it off. Silence.

"Look, we don't have time to play the
policeman game," he says all of a sudden.

"Fine," says Ruthie. Does she ever have a
great way of saying one thing but letting you know that she's
really saying something else. If she marries Byron he's going to
have his hands full.

We keep driving. Leo looks over at us a
couple of times. When we go through a little town there's a police
car driving up to a red light as we go through the green light. We
can see Leo looking in the rearview mirror. Ruthie jabs me with her
elbow but we keep looking straight ahead. Leo slows down a little
still looking in the mirror. We're almost outside the town now.
We're coming up to a crossroads. There's a big empty field off to
the side. Leo puts his turn signal on and looks in the mirror
saying something dirty under his breath. Then he drives right off
the road and across the field.

When the siren goes on behind us, Ruthie and
I cheer for Leo. He looks mad and happy at the same time.
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A month after they met, they were married.
Leo came home on a three-day pass and Tina threw herself into his
arms before he had taken the final step down from the train. The
wedding was on a Tuesday. On the Monday night they broke the news
in hurried phone calls to Arnie Dalitz, Mother Ackerman, Morris and
various aunts and uncles. Mimmo worked all night making a dress for
Tina and demanded to be a part of the wedding party. He arrived at
City Hall with the dress and four members of his family, all of
whom cried joyously during the brief ceremony.

The celebration afterward was arranged by
Arnie Dalitz, who called in favors. A restaurant on Mulberry Street
was told to close for the evening. A private party would be held
that night. And an orchestra and the best food were to be provided.
The reception turned out to be more lavish than even Arnie Dalitz
had expected. The owners of the restaurant had obviously decided to
take no chances.

Not when the request had come through the
Mafia family of Vito Genovese.

Arnie Dalitz had thought of everything. He
had Lindy's deliver a few trays of kosher food, which enraged the
Italian cook but pleased Mother Ackerman, who was adapting uneasily
to her secondary role and was wondering why her strongest son
hadn't married a girl who was more submissive. They all danced
until the musicians were exhausted. And even as they laughed and
changed partners on the dance floor, there was an unspoken urgency
between Leo and Tina. Every moment was too precious. And no one
mentioned the war.

And Leo's departure on Thursday.

They drove to the country in Pennsylvania,
arriving just after dawn. They undressed one another and until
Thursday morning they spent most of their time nude in bed. Their
exhausted fitful bouts of sleep were interrupted when either of
them awoke and aroused the other with long slow caresses, then
kisses that swept the contours of their bodies. And once, when they
were making love, Tina looked up and cried out as Leo's face passed
before her, a fleeting mask, a gaunt face, not his at all but one
with ancient eyes and at the moment they surged against each other
in the uncontrollable gasping waves, she burst into tears, pulling
his head down, pressing her lips fiercely against his until her
tears ran off his face, falling down across the pillow.

She had decided she would not stay in America
while Leo was overseas. The waiting wife or the riveter at the
aircraft factory on Long Island were not roles she could imagine
for herself. She could at least get to England in this war. They
would need nursing assistants. Teachers. Secretaries. Whatever it
took to be closer to the action. To Leo. But the time to tell him
was later. By letter. On Thursday afternoon, they were apart for
the hour it took Leo to meet with Morris in the office. In the year
that Leo had been in secret training in Maryland, he had managed to
stay in touch with Morris enough to keep Frolic Frocks barely
operating. Morris, whose poor eyesight kept him out of the army,
was running the company with his meticulous production skills. And
what he did not know, Mimmo was teaching him. But with Leo gone,
there was no outside man, no one with the flair to handle the
buyers and the designers. With the war everything was different.
The fashion capitals in France and Italy lay under enemy control.
Survival, not style, counted now and what fortunes there were to be
made came from the millions of military uniforms that were needed.
It was a khaki world of government contracts, bidding, sealed
tenders and forms in triplicate signed by some unknown colonel.

Frolic Frocks was equipped for none of it.
Merely to keep the company alive, Morris had begun desperate trips
to the big harbor warehouses, wheedling, bribing his way into
possession of an occasional precious shipment of raw cotton that
was not going to the military. The cotton was turned into flimsy
blouses that were sold instantly to big department stores bidding
against each other for anything that could be sold to the women
working in the war factories.

But the problem was the raw material. The
cotton. Wool. Anything that could be made into a garment. On most
days Morris was now returning from the harbor warehouses with
nothing and the machines and the cutting tables stood silent,
unused, as Mimmo paced among them, muttering to himself in
Italian.

When they met, Leo instantly sensed that
Morris was trying to shield him from the bad news. And staring out
the banks of wire mesh windows, he had no answers to give. With the
train leaving from Penn Station just after dark, and Tina waiting
for him, Leo could only look into the worried smile of his older
brother and nod when he was told everything would be fine.

They both knew it wouldn't.

On the platform at Penn Station, Leo embraced
Tina until the train was pulling out, shouting his love over the
steam-driven roar of the locomotive. He arrived in Washington late
at night and was met by a car that drove seventy miles northwest of
the capital into Maryland where the secret training base was hidden
in the Catoctin Mountains. When he arrived he was directed to a
colonel's office where he was given his posting. At first he
thought it was a joke.

A war going on all over Europe and he was
being sent to Cairo?
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At the secret base in the Catoctin Mountains,
Leo had been trained by the OSS, the new American intelligence
unit. There had been courses in almost everything he would need.
Codes and ciphers. Lock picking. Making and planting explosives.
Parachuting at low levels. Secret radios and listening devices.
Even killing an enemy with your bare hands. He was prepared for
everything.

Except for Cairo.

Even in wartime, the rituals of elegance in
the Cairo society were played out like nowhere else in the world.
There were the endless rounds of parties in the jeweled clubs of
the Egyptian nobility, titled Englishmen and Greek millionaires.
And polo matches at the Gezira Club where the long line of Rolls
Royces, Cadillacs and Buicks were unnecessarily polished by the
hordes of chauffeurs who convened almost daily, waiting for their
masters in any of a dozen routinely opulent locations. There were
cricket matches. And field hockey at the British barracks by the
Nile. And afterward, cool gin drinks with the officers at the Turf
Club. Theatrical diversions had been curtailed since the outbreak
of war. Now that the Italians were the enemy, La Scala no longer
sent their singers from Milan to perform at the Opera House. The
Royal Shakespearean Company had also ceased their annual
visits.

Not that they were missed by Leo. The only
theatrical event he cared about was the pageantry of the opening of
Parliament. There was nothing like it in America. From the Abdin
Palace, all along the route of the procession, the crowds of
Egyptian men in red fezzes and the women in veils cheered their
young King Farouk, once dashingly handsome but now descending into
fat and decadence. With his queen, Farida, the king was preceded by
the outriders of the Royal Lancers and the Household Cavalry, the
clatter of the hooves being the signal for the roar from the
crowds. The open carriage appeared through the thicket of riders
whose shining breast-plates and plumed helmets caught the sun in a
volley of reflections.

Behind it came the open carriage of the
British High Commissioner, who held the true power over the affairs
of Egypt in the name of King George VI of England. It was only the
foreigners who cheered when the High Commissioner rode past. The
Egyptian crowds fell almost silent. Cairo was a city of intrigue
amid the opulence, with the Egyptians quietly and politely seething
over the British domination of their country.

Even in the quietness of his large apartment
in the European section called Zamalek, Leo felt as if it was all
unreal, as if the pieces of what he saw never quite came together
in his thoughts. He would look out over his walled garden,
emblazoned with bougainvillea and jasmine, and wonder why he had
trouble remembering that there was a war going on. Yet every day
the British military train would arrive with a fresh load of dead
and wounded brought in from the carnage where the forces of
Montgomery and the Nazis under Rommel pounded each other in the
desert that seemed so far away from the elegant parties.

Leo was stationed in Cairo with only two
other OSS men. Both of them were Americans of Yugoslavian descent
and were involved in their mission with a passion that made Leo
feel like a spectator. Food and ammunition were being airlifted
from Cairo to the struggling partisans fighting the Nazis in the
mountains of Yugoslavia. But for reasons that no one in Washington
understood, the shipments were not arriving. Whatever the cause,
German sabotage, theft or British red tape, it was the job of the
three OSS men to get the supplies into the mountains of Yugoslavia.
As the kamsins, the dust storms, settled on Cairo, Leo
labored in the choking grit supervising the loading of supplies. By
night, when the air had cooled slightly, he wove his way into the
life of Cairo, gathering information requested by Washington. And
very late at night, in the high-ceilinged bedroom with stark white
walls and shuttered windows, Leo lay across the huge old bed and
wrote letters that he mailed to Tina every week. Maybe I should
be like the British and wear those short pants the Arabs all laugh
at. But at least they're comfortable. Listen to me! Complaining
when all those poor S.O.B.'s are getting killed out there in the
desert. Have I told you that I love you? And God how I'd like to be
back there with you. Tell Morris hi for me. What news there? And
you asked me a question so I'll give you an answer—No I don't think
it's a great idea for you to go to England. They're sinking ships
in the Atlantic you know. Hey let's go to Pennsylvania for the
weekend. Last time was just a rehearsal. Now we really get down to
serious business. But about England . . .

It was six weeks before the letter reached
Tina. Like the other letters she kept in a pile beside the bed, she
read it again and again, imagining Leo's voice and trying to figure
out what was in the parts crossed out by the military censors. A
day later she would take the letter up to Mother Ackerman's house
and read them the parts that were not too personal. At first Mother
Ackerman had sat in the raised chair demanding that she be shown
the letter. But Tina refused. There was too much of Leo's writing
that was meant for her alone. For the first few letters it was a
test of domestic supremacy. Mother Ackerman sat sternly listening.
To the words of her son. Whom she had raised. Who else could have
controlled Leo during all those hell-raising years? And now
suddenly it was tell Mother hi and lots of love coming from the
exquisite mouth of this little interloper. And even worse, the
attention of the entire family was shifting to Tina. No longer were
the rarefied debates about social or political matters the reason
for them all coming together. Now it was simply Leo's letters that
drew them to the house. Even disdainful cousin Arnold Berman, now
training in psychiatry, would arrive with various members of his
family. During the reading of the second letter he whispered a sly
remark to his cousin. Tina looked up sharply and asked if there was
something the whole family should hear. She had developed an
immediate and instinctive dislike for Arnold, stronger even than
that felt by Leo. But Mother Ackerman noticed that Arnold now
treated Tina with the fawning reverence he had once reserved only
for her.

Mother Ackerman's anger remained a silent
presence in the room. But the day after the fifth letter, Tina
phoned her saying, "I would like to see you. Just the two of us."
They met in a small restaurant near the 59th Street station of the
Third Avenue elevated railway, exchanged polite, awkward greetings
and mandatory pleasantries until Tina put the letter down in front
of Mother Ackerman. "Read it. Please," she said.

"But you read it to us last night," said
Mother Ackerman. It was all a matter of control. Of course she
wanted to read the letter. And all the others. But at her own
initiative. Not when it suited this new daughter-in-law. "Please,"
Tina said again.

She read it until the end of the second
paragraph and all I can think of is you and me rolling in bed at
that little Inn. Am I going (sex) crazy? But honest to God I miss
you for your mind too. And... Mother Ackerman folded the letter
and replaced it in the envelope. "These letters are for you alone
to read," she said.

"I know," said Tina. "But I wanted you to
know that I wasn't holding them back from you for any other
reason."

Mother Ackerman stared at Tina for a long
time. "Yes," she said finally.

"I need some advice." Or do I say it simply?
she thought. That for the sake of my husband, I want no feuds with
you. This is my opening to you.

"I've never been sure of that."

"Perhaps because we've never really talked
before. But look what joins us now. Your son, my husband." And what
joins us, separates us.

"Tina, my dear, you must understand that I am
happy for both you and my son. Leo is very strong willed. And you
are, too, I suspect."

Suspect? "I want to talk to you about my
plans. Ever since Leo and I got married, I've been thinking about
going to England. I've inquired at the embassy and the Red Cross.
There are ways I could get there and I've already set some of them
in motion."

"Isn't that dangerous?"

"Not once you're there. But I think I'm going
to change all those plans. There's something I want to tell you.
Before anyone else. So you can tell the rest of the family." My
offering. Let the hierarchy prevail as you need it to.

"Is there something wrong?"

"Not at all," Tina beamed. "You're going to
be a grandmother."

"Oh, my darling girl!" Mother Ackerman
exclaimed with joy and threw her arms around Tina.

When Tina's letter reached Cairo, Leo spent
everything in his pockets on drinks for his gambling companions in
the Royal Automobile Club. In Arabic, Greek, French and English,
toasts were made to the health of the mother and of the child. It
would, of course, be a boy.

Leo had backed into a mission that he never
fully described to Tina in his letters. There was no way he could
explain it without making it sound as if he was having a great
time. Which he was. Except for missing Tina, he had concluded that
his own war was so shamefully enjoyable that it must be kept as
secret as possible. Otherwise every other sane, pleasure-loving
enlisted man in the American military would demand to get in on the
fun. And there was room for only one. When the emergency airlift
shipments finally reached the Yugoslavian guerrillas they contained
nothing but useless junk and used summer clothing. The OSS
contingent in Cairo was ordered to investigate the possibility of
sabotage by Egyptians sympathetic to the Nazis.

While the other two OSS men stalked the dusty
native souks in search of information, Leo worked the clubs.
The Cairo clubs were more elegant than anything he had ever seen in
New York. Only with embassy assistance, a dinner jacket and a vague
story of personal wealth and power back in America was he even able
to get through the doors. There were only two clubs that really
interested him, both imposing structures in the center of old
Cairo. In the Mohammed Ali Club he stepped into the marbled foyer
with the carpeted stairs, the billiard room and the two dining
rooms where teams of waiters in starched uniforms served the finest
Ottoman and French cuisine.

Under Orientalist paintings Egyptian pashas
played bridge in hushed splendor. A scattering of British knights,
local princes and rich Jews made up the rest of the membership.

From whom Leo extracted enough winnings at
the billiard table to cover the costs of his lavish
entertaining.

But it was the Royal Automobile Club a few
blocks away on Kasrel-Nil that Leo preferred. There were younger
members. Including women. Parties were held. And the sense of
excitement extended to the ferocious poker games where the local
Greeks, Jews and Egyptians gambled away small fortunes to one
another, and occasionally to outsiders like Leo.

Sometimes King Farouk would arrive at the
Royal Automobile Club seeking the pleasures that were slowly
destroying him. His presence was signaled by the royal Rolls parked
outside, the only one in all Egypt that was painted maroon, the
king's personal color. Sitting at the gaming tables or in a special
chair just off the dance floor, he would peer at his kingdom
through small eyes encrusted in fat and hidden behind dark glasses.
A plate of rich cakes was kept ready awaiting his signal and each
empty glass of Coca-Cola, never alcohol—despite rumors—was swiftly
replaced by a full one. His aide-de-camp remained discreetly by his
side, alert to the slightest wishes of the king. Such wishes were
conveyed as commands, often to whatever beautiful young woman
Farouk had decided should share the royal bed back at the Abdin
Palace. Married or single, it made no difference to Farouk who the
woman was.

Or whom she was with. No Egyptian was ever
foolish enough to refuse the aide-de-camp's quiet announcement. And
the foreigners who did were told to leave Egypt before the
following sunset.

In the midst of the intrigue and the gambling
Leo thrived. His skills at the card tables drew small crowds
whenever he played. He became known even liked, in the clubs. Old
pashas gossiped slyly with him, their innuendoes filling the
reports that Leo sent back to his OSS superiors. Who praised him
for having such superb sources. The Greeks at the clubs came to
like Leo for the explosive way he expressed himself, and for his
passion around the card tables. The British considered him to be a
little too American. The Syrians and the French remained aloof.
Until the night Leo learned of Ruthie's birth. He bought drinks for
all and toasts were made in a dozen languages. Joyous arguments
raged over the name of the child. At various times during the
raucous evening, Ruthie was called Edith Piaf, Karyoka, Vera Lynn
or Um Kulthum. Leo kept buying drinks. And wondering what the hell
he would do with a girl. They didn't play baseball. Or
poker. Or chase women. Or even take over their fathers' businesses.
But those problems were for later.

Morris's letter arrived. Frolic Frocks was on
the verge of bankruptcy. They could not get the cotton they needed
to make the dresses. Larger companies with big military contracts
had offered to buy their steam pressing machines for a good price.
It would at least keep the doors open for a while. What should be
done?

Sell nothing! wrote Leo. He paced
around his bedroom far into the night, muttering and rewriting his
angry letter to Morris until the distant chatter of the
fellahin in the streets simmered into silence. A week later
a short pudgy man with wire-rimmed glasses and an assertive stare
approached him in the Royal Automobile Club. Without a word of
explanation or introduction, he handed Leo his business card. In
embossed, ornate lettering, the card read A. W. Haibur.

"You are to meet me tomorrow afternoon at two
p.m.," he said.

"Why?"

"Because I have a message for you. From a Mr.
Arnie Dalitz. Good day."
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The address on the business card was an
elegant department store on a tree-lined sheet called Kasr-el-Nil.
An Albanian doorman in gleaming boots and cape ushered Leo through
the polished brass doors, directing him to the offices on the
fourth floor where A. W. Haibur ran the store from behind an ornate
eighteenth-century French desk. He rose when Leo entered, standing
behind the desk holding out his hand and smiling with the kind of
dead eyes that reminded Leo of mobsters he had met.

"Let me preface our discussion. I do not wish
to become involved in whatever matters you will find yourself
embroiled in as a result of our meeting today," Haibur said in a
clipped and correct form of English. The phone rang, Haibur picked
it up and snapped something in French, the language he obviously
spoke the best. Then he hunched over the desk, his hands held
prayer like in front of him. "I have become involved as a matter of
expediency for our company. That, my dear fellow, is the only
reason. Now, then, I am to give you this." He handed Leo a letter
and a small parcel.

Hey you dumb schmuck what's taking you so
long to get back? Schtupping the Arabs? The broads I mean began
the letter in the unmistakably bad handwriting of Arnie Dalitz. The
letter was being sent by unusual channels to avoid the military
censors, the FBI and whoever else had the power of arrest and
detention. Arnie Dalitz did not know the whole story so I'm
telling all I know. It's calling in markers time Leo. Big time
stuff. The highest. They need a favor from you seeing how you're
the only one we know now over there. The boys here want to scare
the crap—and maybe more—outta some Greek named Sperdakas there.
This greaser’s been giving big trouble to some real close relatives
of one of the Brooklyn boys. You can probably guess who. If not ask
the guy who gives you this. He's been told to help.

Leo had met Sperdakas. He was tall, nearly
sixty years old, and was always tanned, wearing a lot of jewelry
and shouting at anyone who displeased him. Like many others,
Sperdakas had benefited immensely when the British rounded up all
the Italian men in Egypt at the beginning of the war and put them
in concentration camps in Fayed and Ismailia. All Italian property
was confiscated and sometimes found its way into the hands of those
with official connections and the money for bribes. Within a month
of the mass internment Sperdakas rode onto the cotton fields of an
Italian named Luigi Greco and announced he was the new owner. At
five thousand acres it was one of the largest cotton-growing
operations in the Nile delta. Surrounded by guards and holding
papers stamped and signed by various government officials,
Sperdakas had ordered Greco's pregnant wife and her children off
the property within two hours.

Sperdakas's acquisition of the five thousand
acres was the best business deal of his life. Yet there were two
terrible flaws to his newfound fortune and he was aware of neither.
The first was Greco's wife. Her brother, Tony Strollo, lived in
America, in Brooklyn, where he was underboss in the Mafia family
now headed by the infamous Vito Genovese. When word reached
Brooklyn that Marilena Greco, the sister of Tony Strollo, was
living impoverished in a small apartment in Cairo with her three
small children, the Genovese organization set out to change the
situation which is why they wanted me to get you Leo cause your
the only one who can get this fucking Greek greaser. Don't back out
Leo. They'd do it if someone did likewise to Tina. Get what I mean?
Besides, you'll be helping save this greaser’s own family cause
Tony wants to whack them all right now. The second flaw was
Sperdakas's family, his wife and three sons whom he had sent to
America shortly before the war. They had moved in with his brother.
In Brooklyn. And the Genoveses had found them. Leo finished reading
Arnie Dalitz's letter. He then opened the small parcel that had
accompanied it. He examined the contents, mainly photographs, and
knew immediately what he had to do. "So why are you involved in
this?" he asked Haibur.

"I've already told you."

"No, you haven't." Leo matched Haibur's
stare.

"My business affairs are none of your
concern, sir."

“I got news for you, Mac. There's some heavy
IOUs being called in around the world for this one. I'm not doing
anything until I know who I'm talking to."

Haibur's smile thinned out into the folds of
his face. "Let us just say that your Mr. Genovese has been most
helpful in helping us to obtain some of our finer merchandise."

My Mr. Genovese. Suddenly Leo understood. It
was obvious. All that fine Italian leather that was somehow still
available on the second floor of Haibur's store. And the olive oil
that no other store in Cairo could obtain. And the Italian
automobile tires with what looked like military designations on the
side. It was all part of an efficient operational triangle with
corners in New York, Cairo and Naples, where Vito Genovese had fled
ten years earlier to avoid being prosecuted in America for murder.
Even though Naples was now an enemy city, Genovese's power was
still felt on the sheets of New York. Orders were mysteriously
conveyed through Mafia channels that rendered the war merely an
inconvenience. From Naples, Genovese ran one of the most powerful
black market operations in the Mediterranean. Supplying Haibur's
department store with stolen or smuggled goods was merely a normal
part of business.

"I am instructed to tell you that you must
communicate all developments through me."

"So who else would I tell?" said Leo.

A few weeks later, as another trainload of
dead and wounded rolled in from the Libyan desert, the Royal
Automobile Club held what local history would record as its most
glamorous New Year's Eve celebration. King Farouk's maroon Rolls
was parked in front for most of the evening. Rita Hayworth arrived,
spending the evening shyly answering questions about Hollywood and
sometimes dancing to the big-band music played by British
regimental musicians. Leo had wanted to dance with Rita Hayworth.
Just to have his hand in hers. Arnie Dalitz and Herman Pinsky would
never believe it.

But for two crucial hours he never left the
card table in the room off the ballroom. He sat smiling at
Sperdakas, fencing over a few preliminary games of gin that Leo
made sure he lost. Then they switched to poker and he made sure he
lost there, too, putting Sperdakas in an even more arrogant mood
than usual. Leo dreaded what had to be done and losing somehow made
it so much easier. He threw the cards down and slapped Sperdakas on
the back. "Hey, Sperdakas! A toast to your children!" he yelled
over the music. Sperdakas reacted with disdain and irritation at
such familiarity. Typically American. Leo drank the toast on his
own and then pulled a photograph from his pocket, thrusting it at
Sperdakas before disappearing onto the dance floor, lost in the
crowd of a dozen nationalities as the orchestra played Glenn Miller
music. Sperdakas stared at the photograph and his knees
buckled.

Leo was lost in the arms of Rita Hayworth. He
had cut in on the short Englishman who was waltzing when he should
have been foxtrotting. Rita Hayworth seemed almost relieved. Or so
Leo thought when he saw her smile when he cut in. But conversation
had been difficult, almost painful, even when he tried to tell her
how much he enjoyed her movies, especially Only Angels Have
Wings. Her silence made Leo talk even more. And wonder why it
was not what he thought it would be, dancing with Rita Hayworth,
his hand placed lightly across the silk dress, feeling a warmth
that strangely reminded him of another New Year's Eve.

He was suddenly spun around by Sperdakas, who
grabbed his arm. "Where the hell did you get this?" he yelled. Rita
Hayworth receded into the crowd as Leo turned to yell to her that
it was nothing serious, that she should wait. But she vanished and
his words sank into the swirl of music and dancers. Sperdakas
shoved him and thrust the photographs in front of his face, yelling
something Leo could not understand. "So kiss your wife and kids
good-bye, Sperdakas. And your brother Nick, too." Leo cuffed away
Sperdakas's hand and threaded his way over to the bar, ordering
double shots of whiskey that he was suddenly in desperate need of.
He had thought his loathing of Sperdakas would be enough. But it
was not. Threatening a man's family pulled images of Tina and
Ruthie out of the darkness and the loathing turned inward. He
cursed and envied Arnie Dalitz for having it easy, for having that
killer instinct, those cauterized emotions that could destroy the
Sperdakases of the world, and all their children and wives, without
even a second thought.

Sperdakas reached through the crowd to grab
him. "I shall have you arrested," he shouted into the noise.

"Unlikely," Leo said, cuffing his hand away
and smiling to make it look as if it was all a joke as the
partygoers pushed past them. Then he pulled a battered American
passport and another photograph from his pocket and thrust them at
Sperdakas.

"That is my brother! And my son!" said
Sperdakas, waving the photograph and passport at Leo.

"I know who they are. Now listen very
carefully. I have a message for you."

"You never tamper with a man's family!"
Sperdakas was shaking with an anger he could barely control. His
words exploded in little balls of spit.

"Hey, no kidding. Maybe you should have
thought of that when you drove Luigi Greco's family off their
land."

"That was business!"

"So is this." The smile dropped from Leo's
face and he reached out, pushing Sperdakas back into the chair.
"You blew it. Mrs. Greco's brother is one of the bosses in the
Genovese Mafia family in New York. You've heard of them? Genovese?
Lucky Luciano?"

At Luciano's name Sperdakas nodded, the
sharpness fading from his eyes. "And this guy didn't like hearing
that his sister and her kids were pushed off their own land. So the
Genovese family is willing to make you a little trade."

"Trade? What is there to trade?" But this
time without anger. The best that could be summoned up was a
faltering indignation.

"Your family."

"My family?" Astonishment now, almost panic.
"Have you no decency?"

"Hey. I'm just delivering the message. And
it's real simple—you mess up their wives and kids and they're gonna
do it back to you in spades. So here's the deal. You give the Greco
family back their land and one hundred thousand dollars for the
money you've made off it. In exchange, the Mafia in New York will
agree to..." Leo pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and read
like a lawyer dryly reciting the terms of a will. "... not kill
your brother Nick, your wife Theresa and your three sons. Nor will
they set the two restaurants you own in Brooklyn on fire. Or your
apartment building on West 55th Street. Or the homes that you and
your brother own on Nostrand Avenue." Leo looked up and smiled
serenely. "See? A simple little business deal. I'm told that you
have two days to make up your mind. Happy New Year."

Leo disappeared onto the dance floor with
Sperdakas now yelling after him, trying to follow him into the
crush of dancers who were now counting down the seconds to the new
year.

Two days later the Albanian doorman nodded
crisply opening the brass doors for Leo to enter. Haibur was
waiting, twirling an ebony letter opener in tense little circles on
his desk. Leo told him there had been no reply. Haibur nodded and
looked at Leo for the first time since he had entered. "I'm sure
something will happen." The following day Sperdakas's prized
Bugatti automobile was blown to pieces in the courtyard of his home
in Heliopolis. And hearing the news, Leo revised his assessment of
Haibur. Up there with the best of them. Genovese knew how to pick
his associates. The same night Sperdakas's garage filled with rare
cars, including a Cord, a Rolls and a Packard, was destroyed by
fire. The next day he sat in front of Leo and mumbled his agreement
to the deal.

"But there's a kicker now, fella."

"A kicker? What is a kicker?"

"A little change in the deal. You have a
boatload of cotton being loaded in Alexandria. Going to Brazil.
Well, it's going to New York now. To a company called Frolic
Frocks."
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The cotton was diverted to New York and
Frolic Frocks began the best year of its existence. Morris wrote
excited letters with stories of buyers from Macy's and Best &
Co. bidding frantically against each other to get the simple
dresses they were turning out by the thousands. And everyone wanted
to know where they got all the cotton. Incredible! wrote
Morris over and over. You're a genius, Leo!

In Cairo Leo read the letters and then put
them beside the pile of Tina's letters that had accumulated on a
shelf in the cupboard. He no longer stored her letters on the night
table because they had drawn too many questions from the women who
had occupied the bed with him.

It was now more than two years since he had
left New York. And even though he still became anxious when Tina's
letters were delayed, he found it more difficult to respond. His
letters were shorter, written in awkward segments. Even though he
told her in every letter how much he loved her, his words gradually
became more automatic. In one of her letters, Tina wrote back
saying that when she read his letters now, she could hear the
lyrics but not the music. Leo replied with all the hurt and
indignation he knew he should feel but didn't.

But on mornings when he was alone, he would
often remove one of the letters from the cupboard and read it. And
occasionally he would be startled to find himself talking to her as
if she were there.

The women sharing Leo's bed ranged in tenancy
from one night to several months. There was the Belgian widow; the
Italian woman whose husband was interned at Ismailia; the wife of a
colonel in the Free French forces; several of the afternoon tea set
at the Gezira Club; and presently, Pamela, a British nurse. On the
evening they met, Pamela's cool and very proper facade had cracked
when she summoned up her worst insult to describe him. Typically
American, she said to his face, after he told her to quit
playing the martyr and let go. Tall, blonde, with porcelain skin
and faintly red cheeks, Pamela had been schooled from birth in the
British upper-middle-class meaning of honor and duty. As a nurse
treating the casualties unloaded from the grim trains that rolled
in from the war's desert carnage she had been trained to smile.
Smiling was one's duty around the wounded. To keep up morale. No
matter how torn the limbs, or how hideous the burns, one smiled.
And woe betide any of the local civilian women driving the
ambulances who did not smile also. Pamela enforced the reign of
cheerfulness ruthlessly. And saw some patients survive because of
it.

They met at a party in the desert of La Cite
des Tentes out past the Sphinx and the pyramids. The embassies and
most of the fashionable foreigners owned plots of land in a
community of tents where feasts were held far into the night. The
Bedouins put on shows and belly dancers gyrated to their music
while lambs were roasted over an open fire. Pamela smiled during
the entire evening. No matter what Leo said to her the smile stayed
in place as if it were welded on. The next time they met, the smile
remained and when Leo took her aside it was like talking to a
mannequin. They were outside in the cool desert night where the
sand dunes were like monstrous waves frozen still in the moonlight
and her anger was drowned out by the Bedouin music in the tents.
She tried to slap him but stumbled and slipped down a dune. He
followed, kicking up plumes of sand as he ran to her. Crying, she
lashed out at him but he pulled her toward him and she collapsed,
sobbing against his shoulder. Their lovemaking was filled with the
same intensity, an explosion of stifled emotions as they writhed
across the rugs in their big tent. She undressed like no other
woman he had ever met, as if she was peeling away one personality
and revealing another. It was all done with a sense of defiant
purpose, staring him in the eyes as her nylons and then her
brassiere were held momentarily aloft, libidinous banners that
fluttered gently to the carpets.

No matter what they promised each other, they
both knew it would end. Their time together became more intense,
and Leo's letters to Tina grew even more difficult to write. He
ceased his affairs with other women and called Pamela at the
hospital several times a week. From waiting in the corridors,
watching the diseases and the death all around him, he began to
dwell on his own vulnerability. Whatever illness he encountered on
any given day was the one that played across his thoughts. He was
soon spending days finding Arab doctors who claimed to have cures
for the pains he was sure he felt. The pains were mainly hangovers
and exhaustion from drinking all night or gambling till dawn.

With no warning, the orders from OSS
headquarters came in three words—Naples. Proceed
immediately. A horn-blaring struggle through the traffic of
Kasr-el-Nil until he reached the hospital. Then racing through the
corridors until he found her, turning around in her blood-spattered
operating gown, her eyes looking out over the surgical mask and
signaling in an instant that she knew.

Leo choked out an explanation but she stopped
him. For a few desperate moments, standing at the side of a chaotic
and teeming corridor, they held hands until she was called back
into the operating room. She kissed his cheek and shook away tears,
hurrying back into the maze.

A door swung behind her and Leo kept staring
at it, expecting her to reappear.
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Toward the end of the war, Leo's letters from
Cairo arrived only every second or third week. Usually they were
only one page long, ending with Sorry the letter's so short but
am real busy now. Will explain all in next one. But the next
ones never did. Tina still wrote every week, her own letters filled
with stories of Ruthie's first steps and the problems of getting
the landlord to fix the pipes. But whatever was important she left
out. Her frustrations circling into occasional fury. Her feeling of
abandonment. The empty nights. And the memories of the way she used
to be.

Late one night Morris called saying they
needed a model for a fashion show the next day. In the suite at the
Waldorf which Morris had hired on Leo's instructions, she wore a
red evening dress in front of the buyers from Bergdorf's, Henri
Bendel, Saks and a dozen other stores. On the way back a
photographer stopped her and asked her to pose for several
pictures. He was from Life magazine, doing a story on
wartime fashions, he explained. The next day, before Tina left the
Waldorf, the photographer arrived with enlarged photos of her in
the red dress. She agreed to meet him later. At a small club in the
Village they danced and he told her stories of his home in Hungary
and his travels around the world. He had melancholy eyes and a warm
smile, and dark hair combed almost straight back with features that
were coarser than Leo's but animated. She enjoyed the diversion,
the feeling of being out with strangers unconnected to any part of
her life, to Leo, to his family. They talked of Spain and the war
there. Something kindled memories that had lain dormant. He had
been to Madrid, photographed the battle of Huesca, suffered
shrapnel wounds in the trenches. And Normandy, landing with the
Allies.

And Cairo? A glorious zoo inside a brothel.
Or was it the other way around? Tina drank and wanted to dance.
Something slipped away.

They laughed and danced and closed down two
clubs before he asked her to spend the night with him. "Of course,"
she said.

But at the entrance to the Commodore Hotel
she stopped, apologized and said she couldn't go through with it.
He put his hand on her shoulder, smiled and said he understood.
When she declined his offer to escort her home, he kissed her on
the cheek and for a moment watched her walk toward Broadway. She
walked several blocks feeling the appraising eyes of loitering men.
The wind blew across 42nd Street as she turned into the neon blaze
of Broadway. Capitol Theatre, Planters Peanuts, Pepsi-Cola, Hotel
Aster flew at her in words and colors that never formed thoughts.
Streetcars clattered past. Cars honked. She was grateful to him.
Even excited. Even though she told herself it was ridiculous. Just
because a man paid attention to her. After the years of staying
home caring for Ruthie. Who was now with Mother Ackerman for the
night. And the years of waiting for Leo. She thought of the letters
explain all in the next one. But what was there to explain? About a
brothel inside a zoo? She wondered if Leo would still find her
attractive. After Cairo. After Ruthie. She went over to a phone
booth that stank of smoke and dead breath, dialed the operator and
asked for the number of the Commodore Hotel. Twice she hung up
before the phone was answered. But when she arrived at his hotel
room, he was waiting for her with a bottle of champagne which
remained unopened in spite of murmured predawn intentions that
faded into exhaustion.

And the next day she could not get past the
opening page of a letter to Leo that she tore up in tearful fits of
anger whenever she came to the part about how lonely she felt.

The war ended and Leo returned. On the night
before his boat docked, Tina sat up with Ruthie showing her how to
wave and yell Hi Daddy. They practiced in front of an old
photograph of Leo.

Hours later when Ruthie was asleep she put
another photograph beside Leo's. It was one of her taken by Leo in
the same month he left for Europe. She stood in front of a
full-length mirror and wondered if she looked the same as she did
three years earlier. Maybe better? Certainly not heavier. But maybe
a little too . . . Too what? This is ridiculous, she thought. But
after removing her dress she went back to the mirror for another
look.

Through the maelstrom of emotions at the
Brooklyn harbor they saw each other and pushed into the crowds of
returning servicemen and families and Ruthie yelled Hi Daddy to
everyone in uniform. They flung themselves at each other, weeping
and laughing, with Ruthie chattering between them and Morris and
Ida and Mother Ackerman circling, shouting, kissing. That night in
the silence of their bedroom they lay listening to Ruthie's soft
cries from the other room and laughing with hushed plans of their
life ahead. The dead weight of the past years vanished from her
thoughts, pushed aside by the rasping gentleness of his hands,
softly tracing the curves of her body until some inner carousel was
whirling out of control and she pressed herself against him once
more.

Tina spent most of the next afternoon
preparing a welcoming dinner for Leo, who arrived almost two hours
late. Bursting through the door with apologies and kisses that
smelled faintly of bourbon drowned in mints. And to show her that
he was sorry he brought a present. A beautiful present he said,
opening a flat box. Inside was the red dress she had modeled. And
been photographed in. He mistook her reaction for speechless
gratitude, gave her a big kiss on the cheek and insisted she try it
on. At first she refused but his cajoling persistence carried her
into the bedroom where the dress settled around her in opulent
folds and she remembered the Hungarian as Leo kissed the back of
her neck.

It took almost a year for Tina to admit to
herself that the myth she had created was not Leo. Tina became
pregnant again, sending Leo into a prolonged fit of paternal joy,
exulting in the son he would have, and always careful to buy a
perplexed Ruthie more presents than she knew how to play with. The
idea of a family, a dynasty, drew Leo closer to Tina for the few
intense and fleeting moments when he was not careening through a
life of business deals, parties, nights at the Copa and gambling
with Arnie Dalitz, Herman Pinsky or men like them who seemed to
have lost all sense of innocence. Tina participated in none of it.
Nor did she want to. Frolic Frocks grew under Leo's flamboyant
shrewdness and their lifestyle changed with it. They moved into the
large apartment on West End Avenue. Leo missed the moving day,
claiming a crisis at work. The crises merged one with another and
whenever there was tranquility it was stamped out like some
disease. Leo thrived. Christie was born and Leo gave away only half
of the cigars he had bought for the occasion. The footballs were
cleared out of the nursery to be replaced by whatever dolls could
be bought with the blank check he had signed and left for Tina.
There were precious interludes when Leo would suddenly burst in
announcing they should all go to the Catskills or Miami or Havana.
But even days on white beaches leaving memories of the girls'
delighted squealing as they played horsie with Leo in the shallow
water were not enough to fill the looming emptiness of the nights
on her own.

Waiting. For Leo. For the averted eyes. The
defensive anger at the most harmless question. Followed by the
apologies. The infuriating jokes that she tried not to laugh at.
And finally did, silently cursing herself while leaning thankfully
into his kiss as he pressed gently down upon her. And sometimes,
the faint trace of another woman's perfume that she told herself
was his cologne.

One afternoon Morris called, his voice strung
with tension. The model hadn't shown. There were buyers from Macy's
due in an hour. Tina was flattered. After Christie was born she had
exercised until she could wear the clothes she had bought a year
ago. A model's size eight. And being asked to help out was a kind
of secret validation. At Frolic Frocks she modeled several dresses,
the burgundies and the mauves accentuating her olive skin and
gleaming black hair. She could feel the eyes of the buyers watching
her more than what she was wearing. Leo returned, entering the
showroom, and the flash of fierce glances at her and then Morris
stopped her in mid-turn. In the changing room she could hear Leo
and Morris arguing in low, tight voices. With Morris backing away
as always. She was suddenly aware of another presence, a tall
blonde breathlessly carrying a model's oversized bag. She stared at
Tina indignantly and then barged into Leo's office telling him he
had given her the wrong call time. It was not Mr. Klein. It was
Leo. There was something about the blonde that Tina
recognized. It was the perfume. That she had told herself was his
cologne.

Leo made convoluted explanations after the
blonde was hustled away by Morris. The garment business was no
place for a wife. For a mother no less. You mean for anyone with
eyes and a brain, said Tina, storming out in the dress she was
supposed to be modeling. On the way down the elevator stopped at a
floor where men came running up and held the doors open, yelling in
a language she did not understand. From somewhere down the corridor
she heard screams. Women were running along the corridor, short
stubby women, with flat faces showing anguish and cheap dresses
drenched in sweat. From out of one of the doors came two men who
held a writhing woman, trying to carry her to the elevator. The
left side of her face and body had been almost seared away. Tina
stepped out into the corridor and turned away, closing her eyes as
they passed, the screams ringing in her ears long after the
elevator's doors slammed shut. She was alone, pressed against the
wall in the long bare corridor. She remained there, listening,
waiting. Then she walked uncertainly toward the door from which the
woman had been carried. She opened it and heat plastered against
her in damp waves that took her breath away. Steam billowed from a
pressing machine that had blown up. Clouds of it circled the men
and the women backing away in fearful clusters while the owner
yelled at them to go back to work. Those who spoke English began
yelling back, saying that the other machines would explode soon
too. They were immediately fired. The owner saw Tina. They had met
once when Leo had taken her to The Turf for dinner. He apologized
for the confusion, for the bad language of these men, for their
rudeness, for — Tina wound up, holding her small heavy purse by its
string, swinging it around and knocking the man cold.

Leo shouted and threatened. It did no good.
Tina picketed his building demanding safety for the workers. Others
joined in. Then factories on the lower East Side filled with
immigrants freezing or sweltering depending on the season were
picketed. Photographs appeared in the Herald Tribune and the
Post. Leo raged. Didn't she know how embarrassing it was? He
could hardly go into Morgen's for lunch with his associates. The
next day she picketed Morgen's. Later they fought and then made
love with the purest ferocity of their lives.

Leo told himself the problem was over. But
when the union became embarrassed because Tina was taking over
their duties they sent men around to tell her to mind her own
business. Tina replied by picketing the union. The union leader
phoned Leo threatening to shut down Frolic Frocks. What kind of man
couldn't control his own wife?

When Tina picketed a company called Braunel
Dresses, orders were quietly sent down that she should either be
stopped or killed. Braunel Dresses was owned by Tommy Lucchese, who
was known in the newspapers as Three Fingers Brown. At five foot
two he was as vicious as Vito Genovese or any of the other four
Mafia dons in New York City. One of Lucchese's men passed the word
to the Genovese family.

"Rein in this broad or she gets whacked.
That's what they told me," yelled Arnie Dalitz as he burst into
Leo's office.

Leo canceled all appointments and sought out
Genovese himself asking for help. Trying to buy time, to stall
Lucchese, anything. And feeling their contempt for a man who just
didn't smack the bitch around and straighten her out once and for
all.

"Leo, this is fucking serious," yelled Arnie
Dalitz.

"You're telling me? I'm married to her,
remember?"

"Well, smack her around a few times."

"What, are you crazy? I love her!"

"All the more reason to belt her, Leo."

"Look, Arnie, you and I don't happen to see
eye to eye on this, okay? And leave it at that."

"Then for Christsakes talk to her. Make her
listen to fucking reason."

"You crazy? That'd be like asking Joan of Arc
to be reasonable."

"Joan who?" said Arnie Dalitz.

Even though it was Frolic Frocks' best year,
Leo almost went bankrupt saving Tina's life. Whenever Tina
picketed, Leo secretly followed her. Laying down an invisible hail
of money, bribing whoever had to be bribed. Labor board inspectors.
City officials. Police. Anyone who might cause trouble for Lucchese
and the other owners as a result of Tina's activities. Usually it
was just money Leo supplied. But sometimes it was hookers. Nights
out at the Copa.

Whatever it took to call off the dogs.

And stop them from killing Tina.

The fall collection sold out immediately. The
buyers packed the Frolic Frocks suites at the Essex House and the
Waldorf in scheduled sieges that sent Macy's into a frenzy of
competition with Saks 34th and Arnold Constable on a line of
quality dresses. Leo swung between the exhilaration of the hotel
suites and the desperation of the factory's offices where he was
given ninety cents cash on every dollar of accounts receivable from
the big department stores. Leo took the money and raced off to
bribe whatever officials were looking to the last company Tina had
picketed.

Before the buyers left town Morris came into
the office as Leo was bent over the desk waiting for Dr. Taffler to
administer the vitamin injection. Morris's sagging face was like a
blotter for every worry in the company. "I got a million dollars
worth of orders to fill!" he yelled, smacking the thick sheaf of
production sheets.

"So what's the bad news?"

"It's all bad news. You factored it all off
to pay for this Tina thing. We don't have a dime to even buy the
fabric."

Mimmo stood in the doorway dressed in his
latest suit. In his new job as chief designer he wanted to convey
more of a Continental flair than his work clothes had allowed. Leo
had told Mimmo that from the neck down he looked like the Duke of
Windsor. The rest was pure peasant.

"You look like a pimp," said Leo.

Mimmo grinned and pumped his arm back and
forth making the sharp little whistling noises. "Of course. That's
how we getta money. How you getta money."

Leo raced off to the hotels looking for stray
buyers who had not placed orders with Frolic Frocks. Anyone who
could make a down payment that would let Morris buy the fabric. All
the big stores had been covered so the net was finer this time and
the catch included an Alabama woman of indeterminate age and a
Kansas redhead who bought for a chain of twenty stores and wore a
girdle that made Leo think of whiplash while they were necking in
his car just before she placed the largest order in the history of
her company.

The instant Leo opened the door to their
apartment he realized the mistake he had made. It was 2:00 a.m. and
Tina was waiting. Nothing he could say would ever explain away the
stench of the Kansas redhead's perfume that hung around him.

They stared at each other. Then Tina said,
"Leo, it's over."
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To Leo's amazement the years after the
crumbling of his marriage had evoked a growing fascination with his
own daughters. Suddenly he had to cope with them on his own. When
Tina dumped them on the doorstep of his hotel that first Saturday
afternoon after they separated, he almost panicked. What do you
talk to them about? What do you feed them? Were they housebroken?
And once they went through the maraschino cherries when there was
nothing left in the refrigerator, what then? By accident, he
discovered that walking in the park with them was actually fun.
They were these two little people already wound up and walking and
talking and bumping into things and asking funny questions that
stopped him cold. Christie intrigued him, so utterly without guile,
saying whatever came into her mind. And Ruthie, slyer but losing it
all when she got flustered. Near the big pond in the park they had
their picture taken by a photographer who had one of those new
cameras that developed the photograph immediately. Then they
started arguing over who would keep the photograph. To Leo's
surprise he found himself wanting the photograph for his office. So
they all ran back to find the photographer and have two more
pictures taken.

At the end of the afternoon, it was Christie
who announced that he didn't look like a daddy. He looked more like
a Leo. Leo thought about it for a while and then told them he
didn't feel all that much like a daddy anyway. So being a Leo was
fine and that was what they called him from then on.

In the legal separation agreement Leo agreed
to all the financial clauses in five minutes and fought Tina for
months over every clause relating to Christie and Ruthie. He
demanded it be right there in black and white that, in the event of
Tina's remarriage, the new husband must always be referred to as
Mr. So-and-So in the children's presence. Never, ever Daddy.

Leo's own lawyer tried to explain the
problems in presenting such an approach to a judge. "Be
reasonable," said the lawyer.

"Would Joan of Arc be reasonable?" asked Leo.
And then he fired the lawyer
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Herman Pinsky always said his greatest talent
was in spotting weaknesses. On the night he saw Ivory Joe and the
Classics at Small's Paradise he watched the way each of them moved.
He studied their smiles and the way each responded to the audience.
And in the crowd backstage after the show he listened to each of
them talking to friends until he made his choice. The weakest of
all was Clyde. Definitely. Twenty-one years old. Away from home for
the first time. Just four weeks in Harlem after singing with some
gospel group in Newark. He had none of Ivory Joe's ferocity. Or
Zoot's streetwise coolness. Not even Clarence's hulking power or
size. Clyde was the baby. Every group had one. He was always saying
Really? with a natural sense of wonder. He would be the one
to give them the lyrics to Ghost Lover.

Herman Pinsky and Arnie Dalitz phoned a
Seventh Avenue florist's shop in Harlem. The phone was answered by
Dipper, one of the Negro controllers the Genovese family used to
run their Harlem numbers operations. When Dipper hung up, he put a
closed sign on the door and drove over to Shivers' Row where Cool
Curtis was waiting outside the home of one of his women, a widow
with a big apartment. Cool Curtis was the controller the Genoveses
relied on for the most difficult jobs when they needed a Negro to
take care of other Negroes. Like Dipper, he wore tailored
hundred-dollar suits with a silk handkerchief and a fedora that he
removed in the presence of a lady or when administering a beating.
Dipper and Cool Curtis set out to find Clyde. In the back rooms of
the stores where their collectors were taking in money from
runners, they put out the word. Before dinner they learned that
Clyde was living in an apartment in Sugar Hill where the granite
outcroppings rose up beside the Harlem River like the walls of a
fortress.

"I thought you'd be living in a way better
place," said Dipper when Clyde opened the door. "Man with your
talent."

"Who are you?" said Clyde.

"Friends," said Cool Curtis. "Friends who
gonna make you a rich man, Clyde. We got a gentleman who's gonna
give you a fat record contract. Even get you on the Ed Sullivan
Show."

"I'm with Ivory Joe. Don't do nothing without
Joe."

Cool Curtis smiled. He was prepared to use
force if necessary. "Clyde, Clyde, we know that. Matter of fact
he's gonna meet us."

"Yeah?"

When they drove up to the Brill Building on
Broadway, Clyde was thrilled. It was the shrine he had heard about
even in Newark. Filled with music publishers. Promoters.
Independent record companies. With hallways crammed with hustlers,
the hopeful, the buyers and the sellers of hit parade music. Even
the long lobby with its high ceiling reminded Clyde of the aisle in
a church leading to an altar of brass elevator doors gleaming from
the daily polishing of their art deco designs. It was all brass and
mirrors and marble, even the entrance to the famous Jack Dempsey's
restaurant off the lobby. In the empty hallway their steps sounded
like slapping noises and Clyde wondered if God would punish him for
not being at church on a Sunday morning. But God would understand.
He was sure of it. After all, there was a chance to get on Ed
Sullivan.

"Hey, Jack Dempsey was the one who fought Joe
Louis. Ain't that so?" he asked on the way up to the ninth.

"Something like that," said Cool Curtis,
taking off his fedora. Suite 904 was the ABC Music Corp., a single
office with a plain oak desk and several broken chairs. Two white
men were waiting inside. Clyde wondered why one of them didn't
smile. He was short and massive and reminded Clyde of a fire
hydrant. The other one said his name was Lou and told Dipper and
Cool Curtis that they were no longer needed. "I think I'll go too,"
said Clyde. But the massive one stepped in front of the door and
locked it after they left. Clyde wondered what he had done
wrong.

"Now, Clyde, I presume that you want to make
a ton of money, now don't you?" He was smiling. Or Clyde thought it
was a smile. He tried to smile back. "Attaboy, Clyde. We want to
help you make some money. We're your friends. All you have to do is
tell me the lyrics to that song. Ghost Lover. We got this
tape recorder here that you can sing into. All we need is a rough
copy." "Oh, I couldn't do that," said Clyde, still trying to
smile.

"Oh, sure you could."

"Oh, no."

"Oh, yes."

"You want to get someone else making the
record first. Now ain't that it?"

"You'll be rich, Clyde."

"Cain't do it. I gotta go."

"Door's locked. There's one way out,
Clyde."

"Which way?"

"The window. And we're nine floors up," said
Lou, opening the window.

In the middle of the afternoon Red Leg set
out to find Ivory Joe. The toothpick worked its way around his
mouth at a furious pace and sweat ran down the deep lines in his
face as he hobbled up the stairs to the third-floor apartment where
Ivory Joe lived, not far from Columbia University. There was no
answer. Red Leg's arthritis was bad today but he hardly noticed the
pain, hurrying back to the waiting taxi. He got out at Small's
Paradise, tearing a five-dollar bill in two and handing half of it
to the driver, promising the rest of it when he returned. The club
was empty except for Moses the bandleader who was checking the
microphones. "Emergency," wheezed Red Leg. "Gotta find Ivory Joe."
Moses just shook his head, and as Red Leg was cursing, Tina
entered.

When the door to the Carnegie Hall studio
burst open, Ivory Joe looked up in mid-note. He had never seen Red
Leg act this way before. His arms were waving, his shirt was
drenched and the indifference that hung across his face like a mask
had vanished. "It's Clyde!" he said, stopping to gasp for
breath.

"What's Clyde?"

"They're looking all over Harlem for him.
Dipper and Cool Curtis put the word out a couple of hours ago."

They drove up to the Sugar Hill apartment and
knocked at Clyde's door. A little girl playing in the hallway said
Clyde had gone away with two men. Men with smart shiny do-rags
right there, she said, pointing to Ivory Joe's breast pocket.
Dipper's florist shop was locked. When they got to the storefront
numbers joint further down Seventh Avenue, it was almost dark and
the April night had turned cool enough for them to see their
breath. Ivory Joe told Red Leg to stay outside. No point in getting
too involved.

"Shit, Joe. Kinda late for that, ain't
it?"

Dipper saw Ivory Joe first and ducked under a
table heading for the back exit next to where the numbers men were
bringing in the bets they had collected. He was almost out the door
when Ivory Joe saw him and vaulted through the crowd, crashing into
the alley as Dipper ran toward the cross street hurling garbage
cans behind him. His breath shot out like little geysers of steam,
his arms pumped like pistons in the air and his new fedora flew off
his head from the speed at which he was running. But Ivory Joe was
on top of him before he reached the end of the block, sending him
hurtling into a pyramid of garbage cans behind the fried chicken
restaurant. Sputtering chicken bones and black-eyed peas, Dipper
pulled himself from the stinking heap, forgetting all fear when he
saw the grease stains on his newest suit. "You motherfucker," he
yelled.

"Where's Clyde?"

"Clyde? Clyde?" he screeched. "What's that
peckerwood got to do with my suit?" He swung at Ivory Joe with a
punch that went wide. He never saw the right hook that crashed into
his cheek looping him back into the garbage. He threw an empty milk
bottle that shattered on the wall beside Ivory Joe's head.
Scrambling to his feet he flailed wildly until a precise volley of
punches shattered his nose and several teeth and blasted all the
breath from his body. Retching on the ground, he was picked up by
the belt and the coat. "Lemme tell you something, Dipper. You
better pray to any god you may have that nothing's happened to
Clyde by the time we get there. You follow me?" Dipper wheezed and
tried to say yes.

Headlights swung across the alley. Dipper was
a collage of blood and filth, lurching to his feet and blinking
into the light. "Brill Building," he gasped as Red Leg stopped the
car in front of him.

Ivory Joe quickly revised his plan. He opened
the trunk and flung Dipper inside. No point in having him make a
warning phone call. The muffled shouts from the trunk grew louder
as he backed down the alley. He slammed on the brakes and there was
a clunking sound and a yell from the back. "Any more noise, Dipper,
and I'll back into a wall," he yelled. Red Leg's toothpick was
making the rounds at top speed and his eyes darted nervously as
Ivory Joe stopped the car in front of the numbers joint. Inside, he
pushed through the crowd of numbers men over to a desk where Henry
was sitting counting a pile of money, the single light forming
reflections on his shiny bald head. The steady rhythm of his
counting remained unbroken as he watched Ivory Joe emerge out of
the tangle of figures in the smoky darkness, reach over the desk
and open the top drawer, removing the pistol that Henry kept in
case of extreme emergency. It had never been used. "Hey, Joe,
property of the house," he said, still counting.

"You'll get it back."

"Ain't but six bitty bullets in there,
Joe."

"Probably won't need one of them, Henry."

"So what you need it for?"

"Going off hunting, Henry. Member what Al
Capone said?"

"Don't think I do, Joe."

"About how you can get further with a kind
word and a gun than you can with a kind word alone."

"Ain't it the truth."

In the car Red Leg looked down at the gun
lying on the seat between them as if it was something alive and
crawling. "Joe, don't know if I much cotton to the idea of taking
this thing along." "Me neither, Red Leg."

"You ever used one?"

"Uh-uh. But we're onstage in two hours. Gotta
keep talk to a minimum, now don't we?" Ivory Joe was grinning.

He drove down Broadway past the front enhance
to the Brill Building, turned west on 49th Sheet and pulled up to
the curb. The music from a taxi dance hall on the second floor
blasted out onto the sheet. But there was another sound, weaving in
and out of the car horns and sirens. It was a cry, fainter, but
unmistakably human, rushing through the neon forest of lights and
then fading into the din. Ivory Joe ran along the sidewalk, looking
around. It came again for a moment and then died. It came from
above.

He looked up and saw Clyde being hung by his
ankles from a window near the top of the Brill Building. In the ABC
Music Corp., they were about to pull Clyde inside for the second
time. He was useless if too much blood went to his head and he
passed out again. They were almost finished. Lou was fed up. What
the hell was this all about? All for a goddamn song? When the call
came from Arnie Dalitz at noon, he'd been fixing his jukeboxes.
That was as close as he ever got to the music business but Arnie
called in markers saying they needed someone who would never be
seen in the Brill Building again. Someone who understands music.
Yeah, like a barber understands brain surgery, thought Lou staring
down at the lines on the page he'd written as that terrified little
shine screamed them out while hanging a couple of hundred feet over
a patch of asphalt. But Amazing Ghost? Arnie said something
about Ghost Lover but what the hell did he know? A second story man
with a tin ear.

 


Amazing Ghost

How sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me

I once was lost

But now I'm found

Was blind

But now I see

 


From the moment the short massive man had
grabbed his ankles, all Clyde could think of was church and dying
and God and the Devil and all the hymns he had sung with the New
Lebanon Soul Stirrers, those rousing crazy numbers where the choir
started belting out the fear of dear Lord Jesus when the whole
place was swaying, then clapping, then going crazy and falling on
the floor and wailing like some of them did when he stepped forward
and started singing Amazing Grace. Not the vanilla-flavor
Amazing Grace sung in the stone and brick churches where
white people sang like a bunch of statues with hinged mouths. But
now, hanging upside down over Manhattan, all he could hear was
someone yelling about ghosts and the words all clogged in his mind,
coming out as Amazing Ghost.

The first time they hauled him in, letting
him writhe like a fish on the deck, he thought it was over. But the
man built like a barrel yanked him up by the ankles again and shook
everything out of his pockets. Pennies and dimes disappeared into
the darkness, making little pinging sounds in the alley below.
Screeching Amazing Ghost in strangled gasps until he almost
passed out again. Then they hauled him in, blubbering in fear, his
legs unable to hold him, twitching in spasms as Lou sat calmly
moving his lips while he read what he had written. When he shook
his head, Clyde burst out sobbing as his feet were yanked up and
the whole world turned upside down again. At the moment he was
about to be lowered through the window again, the whole glass part
of the office door seemed to fall away like ice sliding off the
side of a wall in sheets. Even upside down he recognized Ivory Joe
stepping through what used to be the door he had just kicked in.
The best part was the gun in his hand. But then it all disappeared
as Clyde was swung out the window again. On his own, with no one
asking him, he started singing Amazing Ghost for all he was
worth.

"Go ahead, shoot," said the powerful man
holding Clyde. "And your friend here is ketchup if I drop him."

"Fine," said Ivory Joe calmly. "I can wait."
He sat down on a chair and smiled, his back to the wall and the gun
moving slowly from Lou to the man holding Clyde. "But you drop him
and I will shoot you. After I shoot your friend here."

What the hell was this? His buddy hanging out
the window and him sitting there like he's having a beer? And
Amazing Ghost was driving Lou crazy. He never wanted to hear
another note of it again. Dalitz and Pinsky could take it and shove
it all. Who needs this? One crazy nigger with a gun and another one
dangling over Manhattan singing like a maniac. "Shut the fuck up!"
he screamed. The singing stopped and for a moment there was just
traffic noise.

Nothing was worth this insanity. For a song.
A goddamn love song. "Pull him in," he yelled. Clyde was dumped on
the floor where he just made noises and tried to stand up when
Ivory Joe told him to go press the elevator button. Pushing a chair
for support through the broken glass, Clyde fell into the hall and
crawled on all fours.

"Now then, no point in you running after us
causing a scene. Is there?" said Ivory Joe in that same lazy voice.
He looked over to Lou. "You. Get up. You're going out the
window."

"Are you out of your goddamn min—" He was cut
short by the spring-loaded fury of this Negro, who, in a single
chilling movement, had the gun only inches from his head. And his
eyes, suddenly cold like a cat's, scanned back and forth. "I don't
want to hear another word from either of you."

Lou's legs crumpled beneath him. Heights
terrified him. Anything else but not this. He started to breathe in
quick, strangled bursts of air that turned into gagging sobs as he
was lifted up and hung out into the terrifying whirlpool of
blackness and lights.

Small's Paradise had been sold out for a
week. It was the first Sunday-night performance since 1952 when
Duke Ellington was playing that standing ROOM only was hung on the
door. Word had spread through Harlem that Ivory Joe and the
Classics were returning. Even downtown, the news had sifted through
the music business and agents, managers and small-time record
company owners canceled their plans for Sunday night, driving
uptown to see this new group. It was the stories of the strange,
powerful new music that drew them into Harlem.

The show was more than half an hour late in
starting. Moses the bandleader kept looking backstage for a signal.
The band was already heading into Take the A Train for the
second time and the restlessness in the audience was sending a
buzzing murmur through the club. Once again Tina appeared between
the curtains and gave Moses a five-minutes sign. She hurried back
into the tiny dressing room where Zoot and Ivory Joe were standing
over Clyde, who was lying on the makeup counter, shaking so hard
the mirror rattled. "I don't want to cancel this show," Tina
said.

"We ain't going to."

"Oh, great," Zoot said. "But just tell that
to Clyde here. He still looks like he stuck his finger in the light
socket. Ain't no one going on till he gets hisself all straightened
away."

"They hung me out the window, Joe," said
Clyde, his voice skipping across the words in tremolos.

"Clyde, we got to go on, man."

"Cain't, Joe."

"You can."

"Cain't. Cain't stop shakin'."

"Clyde, I swear to God the Devil's gonna get
you if we cancel. And you know what the Devil does to people?"

"Uh-uh." Clyde stared up from the table,
never seeing the hands that suddenly grabbed him under the arms,
lifting him and then heaving him against the wall where he was
skewered by Ivory Joe's fierce stare. "He hangs you out windows,
Clyde!"

"No, Joe—" The shaking exploded into writhing
in the moment before Clyde's face resounded to the slap of Ivory
Joe's hand. Instantly Clyde was still, hanging limply from where he
was pinned against the wall.

The room was silent. Clyde's eyes made a
jerking tour of his surroundings.

Zoot grinned. "Clyde, you look like something
on the clothesline when the wind died. I swear."

"You with us now?" said Ivory Joe.

"Hey, Joe. You know I am."

"Great, so let's go on."

Zoot looked around. "Not unless we're fixin'
it to be a trio, Joe," he said. "Clarence ain't here."

They found Clarence peering through the
curtains at the audience. In the near darkness the bulges in his
tuxedo showed patches of dampness. The sweat dripped from his face,
running in rivulets across his shirt. "I ain't goin' on till I see
little Christie out there. She ain't nowhere there."

"Sheee-it," said Zoot. "Now we might be down
to a duet. What next?"

"Zoot, shut up," said Tina. Zoot just grinned
at her and winked.

"Ain't goin' on if Christie's not out
there."

"Well, of course she's out there," said Tina
soothingly, wondering how she was going to make Clarence believe
her when Christie was asleep in Leo's apartment. "Look. Can't you
see her?" She pointed out to the audience and Clarence peeked
through the folds of the curtains. "Way at the back."

"What's she doin' way back there? Why ain't
she up front? Where I can see her?"

Ivory Joe and Tina exchanged a quick glance.
"Liquor law," said Ivory Joe. "Damn, Clarence, you're smart enough
to know that. Child that age ain't even supposed to be in a gin
mill like this. That's why we got to put her way down back. See
her? Right there." Clarence looked out and never saw Tina give the
signal to Moses the bandleader. It felt good knowing that Christie
was out there. But where? Then he saw something that looked like
pink crinoline way back in the farthest darkness of the club. Of
course. It was Christie, and before he could duck out of the way,
the spotlight swung around and froze him with a searing white beam
that drove all sight from his eyes as Ladies and Gentlemen,
Small's Paradise is proud to present . . .

Before Clarence knew what was happening, he
was onstage singing with the others. The circles of light rippled
in his eyes but he was glad Christie was out there.

As they went out onstage Tina saw a pink and
round silhouette bobbing among the tables in the audience, weaving
toward the reserved table near the front. It was Herman Pinsky, his
big cigar intermittently and faintly blazing in the gloom. Behind
him was a middle-aged woman with hair piled up on her head in a
frozen wave forever about to crest. She carried a stenographer's
notepad and peered around at the crowd of Negroes with an
expression of vague terror. But, Tina noted, she was overly polite
to every Negro she encountered. Waiting for them at the table was a
tall, well-dressed Negro, wearing horn-rimmed glasses and already
making notes on a scrap of paper. The man had been pointed out to
Tina by Ivory Joe. He was the music arranger who worked for Avalon
Records. Totally anonymous, highly paid and skilled at copying any
melody he heard, he had copied down the music from songs written by
others and changed them just enough to let Herman Pinsky put his
name down as co-writer. Tina knew she had been right. The arranger,
Herman Pinsky and the stenographer were there for just one reason.
To steal the words and music to Ghost Lover and make their
own record.

Herman Pinsky sat drumming his fingers on the
Formica table. He was operating totally from hand signals now. Each
time Ivory Joe leaned into his microphone after the applause, the
stenographer would look over, pencil poised for the shorthand race
through the lyrics. But after the first few bars, Pinsky's hand
would slice horizontally toward her and she would put the pencil
and notepad down and go back to her drink. It was driving him
crazy, this waste of time. They should be in the studio right now
recording Ghost Lover. The Icehouse was all set up this
afternoon with Freddie and the Freshmen, those smartass little
creeps from Jersey. A Jew, an Italian and two Yankees all thinking
they're God's gift and yapping about convertibles like they're Bing
Crosby already. But they all did that. And at least Freddie had
that kind of smooth voice that could make the song sound white.
That was the important thing. Like this new kid Pat Boone was doing
with that faygeleh Little Richard. Hell of a talent, that
Boone.

It should have all been over by now,
everything but listening to the money rolling in. If Arnie Dalitz
hadn't gotten those two idiots. Writing down a goddamn hymn. And
then one of them hanging the other out the window. That was bad
enough, but losing control of his bowels nine floors up. It was
shitting uphill for real. And who the hell was gonna stand for that
crap? Herman Pinsky got mad just thinking about it. And imagine
Genovese when he heard. This Ivory Joe had better be able to run
like he could sing. With the audience going apeshit. Herman Pinsky
broke his swizzle stick and flung it away, which the stenographer
interpreted as the signal to heave her drink down and frantically
start scribbling shorthand, yelling that she couldn't hear a thing.
But while he was shouting back at her, telling her to shut up, he
looked around and saw them leaving the stage. Impossible! They
hadn't done Ghost Lover yet. He jumped to his feet and
started yelling "Ghost Lover!" and booing but what was the
use? "Fraud!" he screamed into the applause and then stormed off to
the pay phone to tell them to close down the studio for the
night.
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Almost twenty years earlier, when the
Avalon's pool tables were carved up and his father beaten, Herman
Pinsky spent six days unable to sit down because of the welts
across his rear end. While recovering from his father's
retribution, he arrived at the fundamental business decision of his
life: Money without the protection of power is useless. Dangerous,
even. What good was all the money he made in the card games in the
back room of the Avalon? Without power, all it got him was
welts.

When Herman Pinsky took over his first
business at the age of twenty-one, he made sure that power was on
his side. It was a junkyard in Brooklyn with old cars piled up like
rusting towers and an owner with a second heart attack and gambling
debts. Herman Pinsky borrowed the purchase money from the Mafia
friends of Arnie Dalitz. A week later he went back and borrowed
another three thousand dollars. Arnie Dalitz tried to talk him out
of it, warning of the terrible things that would happen if he did
not repay. Herman Pinsky used the money to buy a huge shipment of
U.S. Army surplus parts. The parts were mainly electrical relays
that had never been used. Inside each relay were contacts made of
tiny wafers of pure gold that could be broken off and then melted
down.

Herman Pinsky hired two Polish immigrants and
a Mississippi Negro, led them into the corrugated metal warehouse
and, at gunpoint, ordered them to ship naked. Without clothes there
was nowhere for them to hide the gold as they disassembled the
relays and put the wafers into the glass jars that Herman Pinsky
could watch as he sat on an orange crate with the gun on his knees
and the Doberman at his feet.

After four days he repaid the money he owed
to Arnie Dalitz's Mafia friends. He was careful to point out his
gratitude. And to let them know that if there was ever anything he
could do. .A few weeks later a car was driven up to his junkyard by
one of Vito Genovese's men. Another car pulled in behind it. The
first car was a new Pontiac with bloodstains on the upholstery and
back bumper. The driver told Herman Pinsky to put the car into the
compactor and crush it. It was obvious what was in the trunk. When
the Pontiac had been crushed into a block of metal no taller than
the Doberman that sniffed around it in a frenzy, the two men left
without saying a word.

Herman Pinsky smiled as he watched them drive
away. A favor had been repaid. And the powerful friends of Arnie
Dalitz would know he was someone to be looked after.

He bought the small paint company across the
street. One of its most profitable products was the shellac that
was sold to Decca Records and RCA Victor and then mixed with carbon
to make the 78rpm records. But when war began, the raw materials
for shellac could no longer be obtained from the Far East. The big
record companies desperately hunted for alternatives. Even when old
records were collected and melted down, the supply was never
enough. But working quietly on his own, the elderly chemist in
Herman Pinsky's paint factory one day discovered a substitute for
shellac. It was a gum taken from the kauri tree. It could be boiled
down, turned into biscuit-like chunks and sold to the clamoring
record companies.

On the day that the men from Capitol Records
phoned pleading for their shipment to be delivered before Decca's,
Herman Pinsky sat in his office staring out the window at the
compacted chunk of metal that had once been the Pontiac and was now
a statue mounted on a concrete base.

Power.

Then he looked at the hard dark chunks of
kauri tree gum on his desk.

Money.

What else was there in life?

"This," said Arnie Dalitz a day later,
dumping a pile of paper on his desk.

"What the hell is all this shit?"

"Sheet music. It's yours."

"Now what do I want with that, huh? I ain't
in the music business."

"You are now."

"What are you talking about?"

"Genovese's already got jukeboxes tied up.
But he wants a music business, too. So he decided you and him
should be partners. With this gum shit you're peddling you're a
natural."

"Arnie, what are you, crazy? I don't know a
tune from a fart."

"This is all you have to know." Arnie
Dalitz pointed to the pages of sheet music and the word copyright
on each of them. "Copyrights. Publishing. You tie up the music
publishing and the copyrights to a song and you make a goddamn
fortune for doing nothing. Every time a song is on the radio or the
TV the money rolls in. It's always pennies. But the pennies add up
to a fortune. Especially if you have a hit record."

"So let's get ourselves a hit," said Herman
Pinsky.

Eleven years later, Avalon Records still had
not made the fortune that Herman Pinsky dreamed of. There had been
only minor hits like Dew Drop, which sold six hundred
thousand copies, but even that was strictly race record stuff,
filling up the Negro radio stations way over at the far ends of the
dial where nobody white ever listened. What Herman Pinsky wanted
was a crossover, a hit record that started out Negro and crashed
through into the big white money markets. You could tell you had a
crossover when you started shipping more of the little 45 rpm
records than the old 78 rpm's. Only the whites had the new record
players that could handle the 45's.

In the years since the war, Herman Pinsky had
lost most of his hair, grown into a smooth and pink plumpness, wore
thicker glasses, and made enough money to make sure his father knew
which one of them was the more successful. But still he wanted a
hit. And each new record he released chipped away at his
diminishing reserves of patience. A lot of goniffs had hits.
Why not him? After all, everything was in place. He had built a
recording studio right next to the scrap yard in a building that
had once been an ice-making factory. It became known in the trade
as the Icehouse, and the reverberations of the music recorded in
the big tin-walled studio gave Avalon Records a distinctive,
echoing sound. A distribution network had been set up by Arnie
Dalitz, who looked after the interests of the Genovese Mafia
family. And there was always lots of product around. The Icehouse
was filled with Avalon's groups trying out new songs for Herman
Pinsky, who would interrupt his scrap yard work to come in, listen
to the song, make a few changes in the lyrics and then add his name
as co-writer. And the singers, these chicken-bone coloreds and
white trash hillbillies, didn't have a clue. They were falling all
over each other just to get through the door. And if they had
anything that even scraped onto the bottom of the charts, you just
buy them a Buick and charge it against royalties. Get them into
debt. Let the interest charges build and keep them touring till
they drop or bomb. Then hand them a bill and bury them with
bookkeeping. It was fine. It was all there. Except the hit. And the
first time he heard Ivory Joe sing Ghost Lover he told
himself he had found it.

But after the night at Small's Paradise he
didn't even have the lyrics down on paper. And what you didn't
know, you couldn't even steal. Late at night he raged through the
Icehouse. The empty studio echoed with his loathing of George
Goldin. A small-timer for Christ sakes. Scrounging for recording
time in other people's studios. A dinky new label every month.
Always scraping up money just to pay gambling debts. And the
fucking contracts he offered were a disgrace. Giving the goddamn
coloreds outrageous terms. Spoiling it for the serious people in
the industry. No wonder the coloreds signed with him.

And then reneging on the dumb bastards.

The next day Herman Pinsky phoned George
Goldin. They met at Lindy's. Each secretly told the waiter to give
the other the bill. And when they both used the washroom at the
same time, each waited for the other to open the door first because
of germs on the door handle. Over corned beef sandwiches, Herman
Pinsky told George Goldin the offer he was prepared to make to buy
out Ivory Joe's contract: ten thousand dollars and five points on
next year's net.

"Herman," smiled George Goldin, "fuck
you."

Even before George Goldin had turned him
down, Herman Pinsky decided he truly hated him. More than hated
him. He wanted to jam those silk shirts, those bullshit smiles, and
those cheap gold rings on the long elegant fingers, into a
compactor somewhere. Herman Pinsky looked down at his own fingers.
They were like overstuffed sausages.

"Hey. Just thought I'd ask, George. To save
you a lot of trouble."

"So who's got trouble, Herman?"

At 2:00 in the morning, George Goldin
returned home from the Copacabana where he had spent more money
than he had gotten rid of since he lost the Buick in the card game
a week ago. It felt good to spend money, a lot of it. Not spending
made him feel like he was losing it. The blonde on his arm had
turned heads and that was important.

When he stepped out of the borrowed DeSoto at
3:00 a.m. he saw only the first man coming out of the shadows. The
crack of the baseball bat across his ribs blew all the wind out of
him and sent the burst of jagged pain shooting into his throat. The
beating was done quickly, methodically. It was not severe. At least
not in comparison with the real cripplers that turned kneecaps into
shards of bone. The next day Herman Pinsky phoned the hospital to
offer his sympathies. Through a wired jaw Goldin cursed him and
yelled that hell would freeze over before Ivory—

The nurse who rushed in grabbed the phone
from his hand as Goldin exploded in a fit of coughing that sent his
body cast clanging against the bed railings.

"More than one way to skin the goddamn cat,"
said Herman Pinsky as he hung up.
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George Goldin limped into the rehearsal hall,
his body cast slapping against the walls of the crowded corridors.
"We'll make a record tomorrow," he said through the wires in his
jaw. Tina couldn't tell if he was smiling or if it was just the way
the wires stretched his mouth.

"Not tomorrow," she said.

"Momentum!" said George Goldin. "We have it
now. We have to act."

"Wait a couple of days."

"Why? What the hell for?" That same smile.
But now it was a rictus of anger.

"I want to do some research," said Tina,
turning and walking back into the noisy crowd. The next day Tina
went out and bought every record put out by George Goldin's GeeGo
label. She discovered his name was listed as a songwriter on all of
them. It always appeared as G. Goldin, listed beside the
name of the real songwriter. Tina tracked down one of them, the
lead singer in the Sparklettes. She was seventeen, wore her hair in
curlers most of the day and lived on 140th Sheet in Harlem. Her
voice was on all the radio stations singing Oooh Wah Baby
and she knew she was a star. After all, Mr. Goldin came up with
forty dollars! any old time it was asked for. Tina listened
for a long time. A star. Hollywood maybe. A baby for sure. Maybe
marry Leroy. My mama. We touring. Buffalo and places. What places?
Places. Tina asked if it had bothered her when she saw Mr. Goldin's
name beside hers on the song. Well, shit yes, the girl said. But
who cares about all those itty-bitty names on the record anyhow? So
what about your publishing rights? Or copyrights? What? Who cares
when this Mr. Goldin is gonna be buyin' a bran' new Cadillac for
us.

“When?”

“Soon. Said so, didn't he?”

After seeing a lawyer, Tina calculated that
based on the Sparklettes' record sales, the girl was owed eighteen
and a half Cadillacs. She phoned Ivory Joe from Pennsylvania
Station and had to run to catch the train. She reached Washington
after dark and stayed in a hotel three blocks from the White House.
The next morning she was waiting at the Library of Congress when
the doors opened. At a desk surrounded by the sharp silence of a
marbled hall she began by writing Ghost Lover on what was
called an EU form and when she was finished she had registered
fourteen songs for Ivory Joe, three for Zoot and one for Clarence.
When she boarded the plane at National Airport it was time for
Ivory Joe to start rehearsing in George Goldin's recording studio
in New York.

By the time Tina landed at LaGuardia, Ivory
Joe and the Classics still had not been able to lay down even one
usable track and George Goldin's throttled impatience was making
him twitch. And every time he twitched, his body cast smashed into
the wall of the tiny control room he had built in his office. His
encased arm was suspended in front of him like a heating pipe that
went nowhere. The more the bap . . . bap . . . bapbap
showed up on the sound hack of the little four-channel mixer, the
more delays they had. And the angrier he became.

And the more Ivory Joe stared at the
telephone waiting for it to ring.

At LaGuardia Airport, Tina phoned several
times. There was no answer. The recording engineer had switched the
phone off and not told anyone. As George Goldin had ordered him to.
Tina ran for a taxi. In the recording studio Ivory Joe exchanged
glances with Zoot, gave the count and with the tape rolling they
started recording Train to You even though George Goldin was
telling them to get on with it, to get to Ghost Lover. But
Train to You was different. Not bad even. George Goldin listened to
them sing harmony different from anything he had ever heard before.
Instead of only the lead singer deviating from the harmony sung by
the other members of the group, Ivory Joe had created a part for
Clyde's haunting falsetto voice. Clyde came in on the repeated
Train to You while Zoot and Clarence were singing the
whoooo-hooo-hooo background. It all sounded like a steam
locomotive gathering speed behind Ivory Joe's lyrics.

 


Is it rain

Is it tears

On that old driving train

driving train

driving train

Sending me home

To you

To you

 


Bap . . . bap . . . bap . . . bap bap.
They stopped singing and stared in unison at George Goldin on the
other side of the control room window.

"Sorry," said George Goldin through the
intercom, trying to smile with his wired jaw. The rhythm had set
him off thinking about the money he could be making if they were
singing Ghost Lover. Millions. A fucking money machine. And
why weren't these coloreds singing what they were told to sing?

Tina burst into the room. Goldin saw her nod
at Ivory Joe and then miraculously they went through a perfect
take. Suddenly it was over. The musicians were packing up as George
Goldin approached her with the same frozen smile. Dealing with
women was either very easy or very difficult. You couldn't swear
the same way. And acting tough was a whole different
proposition.

"George, I know it's not necessary to mention
this," she said with a smile, "but only Ivory Joe's name will
appear on the record as writer, won't it?"

Goldin's features rearranged themselves and
his eyes sought out something neutral. "Well, now, honey, it
doesn't quite work that way. But don't you worry. I'll take care of
it all."

"George. Answer my question."

A regular bitch, this one. "Look, Tina,
there's a way things are done in this business, and—"

"I don't care how things are done in the
business. I just want to make sure that no one steals any
royalties."

"Steals?" said Goldin, inwardly
pleased that there was such a word to swing the threads of his
indignation around. "Listen, I'm giving these boys a break. And
I've put a lot of work into them. So if I decide that I should get
a little something out of it too, I don't want any crap from
you."

"You're not going to put your name down as a
writer."

"I damn well am."

"I don't think so, George." She handed him a
carbon copy of the Library of Congress form, inserting it into the
fingers that stuck out from the end of the plaster cast. He stared
at it as it dangled in front of him, his lips parting and coming
together before tightening like a slit. His face reddened. His eyes
flickered in an anger that shot around him, slamming his cast to
the door. Again and again he smashed the door in a fury as Tina
stood and watched, not quite sure whether to laugh or flee.

"Are you out of your goddamn mind?" he
shouted, his cast disintegrating around his arms as it smashed into
the wall like a creature with a life all its own. "No one pulls
this kind of shit. Herman Pinsky'd break your head open."

"So then it is good we signed with you,
George," she said through the same serene smile.

"That's it! Finished! I'm not dealing with
you, lady," yelled George Goldin, stumbling over to the window
hailing plaster and bandages. "Where's Ivory Joe?" He grimaced in
pain, throwing open the window, his cast flapping in mid-air like a
broken wing. "I can ruin you," he yelled down into the street where
Ivory Joe and Zoot were loading the car. "You want this broad to
wreck your career? Fine! But you think I'm ever going to record any
more of your songs? No fucking way. And the contract says you can't
go with anyone else for three years." He slammed the window down
and clutched at his flapping arm.

"So?" said Ivory Joe, sitting at the piano in
his rehearsal hall.

"So they're all thieves," said Tina.

Three weeks later, on the Arthur Godfrey
Talent Scouts, Ivory Joe and the Classics went up against an
accordion trio from Cleveland and won. The gamble was immense. To
lose would have been oblivion. But at the end of the show the
applause meter went all the way over to the right-hand side when
Ivory Joe and the Classics took their bow. And Arthur Godfrey came
over to shake their hands on national television. And in the
audience George Goldin sat three rows in front of Herman Pinsky and
all the usual small-timers trying to sign up any act they could get
their hands on. In the week after the Godfrey show Tina arranged a
booking at the Apollo. Second on the bill after Ray Charles. George
Goldin had released Train to You in spite of his threats and
all of a sudden everyone knew Ivory Joe and the Classics.

After the show a white man climbed up to the
small second-story dressing room. He was gray haired, dressed in a
neatly tailored blue suit and spoke in a soft, southern voice. He
was known to most of the Negro acts. He approached Tina and
introduced himself as Mr. Weiman. He booked tours. The Weiman
circuit it was called. It ran from Buffalo to Mississippi.

They had all the best performers. Little
Richard. The Cadillacs. Chuck Berry. The Dominoes. Would they be
interested?
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Ruthie and I are like a couple of yo-yos. Up
down up down. We're going back and forth between Mother and Leo
like we're on a string. Right now Leo's got us. And so we get to
answer all the phone calls from Herman Pinsky who keeps saying how
nice it is to talk to me in that creepy white mouse voice. Nice to
talk to you I say as Ruthie puts her finger down her throat like
she's going to barf. Herman Pinsky even sends us presents. A whole
Lionel train set that makes real smoke when you put the little
white pellets down the smokestack. But what are we going to do with
a Lionel train set? He might as well have given us a catcher's
mitt. But then he shows up with a record player. Herman Pinsky is
brownnosing like crazy. "Tell your mom we're really nice people,"
he says to me when he phones to find out how I like the record
player.

Mother says you're a racketeer I tell him
which, is the truth. He makes another little white mouse noise
that's supposed to be a laugh but you can tell it's not. We know
he's trying to get Mother to give him Ivory Joe. But she won't.
Ever. It's all starting to give me a headache. Every time the phone
rings I get nervous and try to get Ruthie to answer it. But she's
turned into a simp. She just got the letter from Byron. Dr. B. W.
Lewis. He wrote back saying he's coming to New York in a few months
and wants to get together. And he didn't even say anything about a
Mrs. Lewis. All Ruthie can do is lie on her back looking up at the
letter and yelling "Get a load of this!" whenever she comes to a
good part. She's driving me nuts. Even when I try to watch
Kukla, Fran and Ollie all she wants to do is change the
channel over to some soap opera.

Everything gets crazier when Herman Pinsky
phones twice in a row and then comes over to see Leo. He really
wants Ivory Joe as one of his singers. Ruthie and I can hear them
talking through the walls. Actually all Leo says for a while is
What? and Are you sure? "The jig is up," Ruthie
says.

She's right. Herman Pinsky is blabbing
Mother's whole plan. Mother wants to go to other cities with Ivory
Joe and the Classics. And she wants to take us, too.

You can tell what's going to happen before it
even happens. Leo and Mother will yell at each other. They'll fight
like the cats down around the garbage and then if Leo doesn't win
he'll pull something.

That's what happens. All weekend they argue
on the phone and then Leo announces he's dying so at least his two
daughters had better be around. Leo gets into bed with the
thermometer and the Racing Form and the pastrami sandwiches from
Lindy's and tells Mother there's no way she's going to take us
away. Not now. Not when he's only got a little while left. He's
even got some letter from a doctor to show that he's a goner. But
we find out the doctor is Dr. Taffler so you can guess what that
means. Ruthie thinks he signed a blank piece of paper and let Leo
write what he wanted. If Leo ever does die it will be from all his
nightclubbing.

Leo's dying backfires on him. All the doxies
and lady friends find out and Ruthie and I end up practically
running a place for nurses. They show up some of them with chicken
soup and calling us dearie. Some of the others that we haven't seen
for a while show up with big grins like they're just checking to
make sure that Leo really is going to croak. They're the ones he
dumped. But he fixes them. By the time they leave they're weepy
just like the others. They should know better.

Most of them phone first and so Ruthie and I
have started keeping a list of who's coming when. It's tricky. If
you schedule them too close together there's problems. And
sometimes one of them gets carried away like she's practicing for
throwing herself across the coffin or something. Ruthie and I have
to go in and say something like He needs his rest and pry
the weepers out of there before the next shift starts. Leo that rat
loves it. And in between he phones Uncle Morris to see how business
is and he reads the Racing Form. But dying's like everything
else for Leo. Pretty soon it bores him. He's in too deep to get out
of it though so he does what he always does. He turns it into a
bet. Mr. Kampelman comes over and he and Leo make a list of every
lady friend he's ever gone out with. They bet that if more than
half of them show up Leo wins. If not Mr. Kampelman wins. He comes
over every few hours to check the list and bring Leo his pastrami
sandwiches.

Right now Leo is losing. We've seen the list.
Little red lines are drawn through the names of the ones who showed
up. All kinds of them haven't though. And Leo's taking it very
personally. We hear him start to sneak phone calls to the others.
Hello Doris? Doris how are you my God it's nice to hear your
voice . . . oh not too good Doris. So Ruthie and I put Doris
down in the appointment book. According to the rules it's illegal
though. Mr. Kampelman and Leo agreed no phone calls. But when Leo
bets it's like his life is at stake. We tell Leo we want to quit
the game. He says he knows that but can't we see that Mr.
Kampelman's going to win if the game ends now. It's all going to be
over on Friday which is the day the bet is over. Friday night is
absolutely crazy and Ruthie and I are like traffic cops. That rat
Leo has really snookered us again. White Pawn to White Knight yells
Ruthie as she marches into his bedroom after the last one leaves.
But to tell you the truth we sort of got caught up in the game. We
know we shouldn't have but we did. Leo's checking his list
muttering to himself. He's going to lose by one. He grabs his black
book and starts going through the pages. "It's life or death," he
says, grabbing the phone.

"Hello Elizabeth?" he says and then stares at
the phone. She hung up. We knew she would. But he mumbles something
awful and phones right back this time yelling at her not to hang
up. Elizabeth is the one he really liked. But he blew it the time
they had a fight at the Copa and he took her home on the subway
when she was all dressed up in her mink. She didn't speak to him
after that. But now is she ever speaking to him. We can hear it
across the room. But he's laying it on as thick as he can about
dying. He's really good at it. Too good. She's buying it
too. Ruthie and I can't believe it. We thought she was smarter than
that. When they talk to Leo they get air between their ears. Leo
makes sure she understands the part about him probably not lasting
till midnight. Which is when the bet ends. At eleven-thirty Mr.
Kampelman comes over looking like he's already won. He's short and
runty like his stinky cigar that always went out a long time ago.
Ruthie and I are both real tired but we can't go to sleep before we
see who wins. Leo is lying there on his deathbed talking about how
he always knew Elizabeth was the woman for him while Mr. Kampelman
just sits and watches the clock. Ruthie and I both get so nervous
we have to go to the bathroom twice. It gets closer to midnight.
Leo keeps on saying good old Elizabeth to us. All of a sudden
there's a knock on the door and Leo throws himself back on the bed
moaning loud enough that she's got to hear him even through the
door. I'm the one who gets to open the door and there's Elizabeth.
In her mink coat. She says hi girls and with a big smile
hands me an envelope. "It's for your dad," she says. I ask if she's
coming in. This is real important because according to the rules
only those doxies who actually come inside the apartment get their
names crossed off the list. But she just gives me a big grin and
says she has to go. Then she leaves.

Ruthie and I don't know whether to laugh or
get upset. But Mr. Kampelman knows. He jumps up and down like he's
on a pogo stick and he cheers and shouts until Leo comes roaring
out of the bedroom yelling where the hell is good old Elizabeth?
Doesn't she know I'm dying? Mr. Kampelman is almost falling on the
floor he's laughing so hard. He grabs the letter in one hand and
scoops up the prize money with the other hand.

Leo opens the letter. It's a get well card
signed Love Elizabeth and with two aspirins and a subway
token taped inside.

It gets worse. You can tell Leo wants to quit
the dying routine but Mother comes over the next day so he gives it
one last try. But he gets careless. You can smell the pastrami
sandwiches under the bed. Mother drops her bombshell while we're
all around Leo's bed. She's going away. With Ivory Joe. And Zoot
and Clarence and Clyde. And they're all going down South.

"With knee-groes?" says Leo. "Down
South?" He really does look like he's a goner now. But Ruthie and I
look at each other and I know what she's thinking. She's thinking
of Clark Gable in Gone With the Wind. Leo could be like
Clark Gable if he wanted. "They'll lynch you all," says Leo.

"And I want the girls to come, too," says
Mother. She smiles that little smile of hers. It's not really a
nice smile.

Leo's not faking now. He goes the color of
the sheet. "My own flesh and blood?" That's us. Leo makes a little
bubbling noise. Mother picks up a copy of the Racing Form.
She looks at the page where Leo has marked all the horses he thinks
will win. "You're obviously going to last till the third race at
Belmont on Tuesday."

"A mental exercise," says Leo. "The mind is
the first thing to go. The track takes my mind off what's
happening," says Leo.”

"It always has," says Mother, with that same
smile.

"Tina, I swear to God, you're not taking my
girls away from me. Not now," says Leo.

"But darling," says Mother, "there's really
nothing to worry about. After all, by the time we leave for the
tour, you'll be long gone." Then she gives him a big kiss on his
head. "Come along, girls. We're going up to Harlem."
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You'd think we were going to the moon. Leo
still doesn't want us to go down South and all week he's been
phoning Mother and she's been phoning him. She's already down there
with Ivory Joe and the others. They haven't exactly been yelling
but they're close. There's been a whole lot of the over my dead
body stuff that Leo always pulls when they get crazy. It was
bad enough just her going. You can tell Leo never thought she'd
really go. But when she did he had a bird and spent all Saturday
morning walking around the park with us talking about your
mother and this colored guy.

It gets worse. Now Ruthie decides she doesn't
want to go. It's all Byron this and Byron that. She's scared to
miss even one letter from him. But I tell her she's got to go. It's
part of the plan. "What plan?" she says. We've only talked about
the plan a million times. Getting Mother and Leo back together
again I tell her. Ruthie sits and stares at the photograph of Byron
taped up on the ceiling next to her chessboard. This week Byron is
Clark Gable. "Okay," she says. Even though she's a brain Ruthie is
there when you need her. Nothing is more important than getting Leo
and Mother back together again. Not even Byron. That's why we have
the plan. If we go down South Leo will show up too. We're sure of
it. Then after they fight for a while they'll be nice to each other
and at least they won't be in New York where Leo can step out for a
loaf of bread and come back when we're all in bed, even Mother. But
the big plan doesn't start off so well all because of Leo.
Naturally. He pulls one of his fast ones. All of a sudden he
has to take us to Miami before we go down South with Mother
and Ivory Joe. To show us a good time he says which makes
Mother have a bird. Because that's what Leo always tells his
customers when he's going nightclubbing with them. But this time
Ruthie and I are the customers.

So Mother and Leo have one of their
honestly this is the limit fights which is what Mother
always says when you know she's going to lose. I know that even
before I put the glass to the wall and hear him tell Mother what's
good for the goose is good for the gander. It works every time.
Mother doesn't like being the goose.

"Hah!" says Ruthie when I tell her. "It's our
goose that's cooked." She's lying on the bed looking up at her
chessboard taped to the ceiling. "Maybe the plan won't work." But I
don't even bother to answer because she's obviously gone simpy over
Byron again.

So the next day Leo shows up like we're on
our way to camp again. Except this time the camp's in Miami. He's
even packed lunches for us in case we don't like the food on the
plane. We look inside the bags. There's pastrami sandwiches and
some Fleer's Double Bubble gum for dessert. There's also toothpicks
and some Alka-Seltzer.

Leo wants us to know what a great time we're
going to have in Miami. He goes there a lot now. He gets the
stewardess to tell us what a great time we're going to have. This
is before we even get on the plane at Idlewild. Ruthie and I figure
out that we've seen the stewardess somewhere before. Then we
remember. She was one of the ones who came to see him two weeks ago
when he was dying. Actually most of the stewardesses are people we
think we've seen before. We probably have. They all call Leo by his
first name. When the plane is taking off I can hear two of them
arguing over who gets to be our stewardess. We get great
service.

Ruthie and I are too tired to know what's
going on. All we want to do is sleep but the plane starts bumping
up and down. This makes Leo crazy. Scared crazy. He starts looking
out the window to see if the wing is still there. Leo hates flying.
He takes out his black bag, the one with all the pills in it and
starts taking the pretty blue ones. When I ask him what they're for
he says they make the plane fly better. They don't. It gets
bumpier. Leo orders three rum and Cokes and gives one each to me
and Ruthie. I hate the taste. "Drink it," says Leo. "It'll make the
plane fly better."

We're all drinking the stuff but the plane
still doesn't fly any better. Leo is almost strangling the arms of
his seat and yelling for more rum and Cokes. He lights a cigarette
and then he decides that we need one too. To calm our nerves he
says. My nerves are so calm that everything's going round in
circles. Smoky circles. Two bombed little girls says the man in the
next seat and Leo tells him to mind his own business. The plane
keeps bumping and Leo keeps telling us what a great time we're
having.

That's all I remember. I wake up in what
looks like Macy's window. It's real bright. I'm sleeping on shiny
sheets and everything else looks shiny too. The carpet, the
lampshade, the furniture. Everything. It's like a new car showroom.
Ruthie is moaning in the next bed. She has a wet towel over her
eyes. Where are we I ask her. She just says she has an awful
headache and points to something. It says ROOM SERVICE —
FONTAINEBLEAU hotel. I run through the door into what looks like a
living room. It's all shiny too. We must be on the top floor
because we can see for miles. It's all beach and ocean. I think
this must be a dream.

Leo's not in the other bedroom. I pick up the
phone and dial the operator. I'm looking for my father I say.

Right away the lady who sounds a little like
Mrs. Weissman says, "Okay, Christie, honey, hang on and I'll
connect you." I don't even have to say who I am. The phone rings
again and a man answers. "Poodle Bar," he says. Poodle Bar? It's
the same thing all over again. He knows my name right away. It
sounds like a party going on and it's only morning.

Miami Beach is Leo's way of competing with
Mother. From the moment he comes roaring in the door in his shirt
with the pink flamingos on it he wants us to know that we're having
a good time. Even with Ruthie lying in the shiny bed holding her
head and moaning he wants to make sure that we're having fun. How
can we? We haven't done anything but wake up. Leo acts like a camp
counselor for about an hour. He shows us everything. The coffee
shop. The pool. The beach. Everybody knows our names and Leo says
we just have to sign our names for whatever we want. He leaves us
at the pool and disappears into the Poodle Bar saying what a great
time we're having. By noon we're bored stiff. There's no kids there
our own age and lots of fat ladies way older than Mother who have
blue hair and a ton of makeup. When they go in the pool they always
just squat down in the shallow end with their nose in the air like
they smell something bad. When Ruthie does a cannonball into the
pool they all clear out fast. But we'd really rather be with Mother
and Ivory Joe.

We get sunburned doing nothing. Then we go
into the Poodle Bar and figure out a lot of things because Leo's in
there with Arnie Dalitz and Herman Pinsky. They're all down here
having a party. We should have known. You can tell Leo's forgotten
all about us just by the guilty look he gets. And when we tell him
we're bored he gets that look. The one that makes him come up with
all kinds of crazy ideas to show us what a good time we're having
but we just don't know it yet. He starts tearing ten-dollar bills
out of a pile he has in his pocket. "Go shopping," he says. Nope I
say. We don't want to. "You don't want to shop?" he says
like we're crazy. "All the other ladies shop."

"We're not ladies yet," Ruthie says.

"So what do you want to do?"

Spend time with you I say. I know this will
really fix Leo but that's not why I say it.

"Doing what?" he says getting all jittery. He
walks us over to the door of the Poodle Bar talking out of the side
of his mouth. He starts handing us twenty-dollar bills instead of
just tens. Sometimes I really admire Ruthie. I'm looking at the
twenties and starting to wonder if maybe there's something we could
buy. But she just says "Fine!" in that great sulky voice and
marches off with her nose in the air. "Come on, Christie, we've got
to wait for Mother's phone call." That's her big gun. But sometimes
it doesn't pay to take on Leo. He just watches her stomp toward the
elevator.

"Oh, Ruthie, there was a letter for you," he
calls out. "From a Doctor Lewis." It's like Ruthie's on a rubber
band. In a flash she's back eating out of Leo's hand. Total jelly.
It's Byron this and Byron that. But Leo's real cool. He says he
can't remember what he did with the letter. Ruthie becomes even
more of a simp. Leo's searching around in his pockets. Taking his
time while Ruthie goes crazy. When he finds the letter she grabs it
and rips it open and her eyes go wide. She starts jumping up and
down. "He's coming to New York next month!" she says over and over.
Then she looks scared and says, "Do I look like a woman?"

Leo and I look at Ruthie. But Leo doesn't get
it yet. He just sees the same scrawny old Ruthie not the Ruthie
who's been reading all the romance and movie magazines and
imagining Byron sweeping her off her feet like James Dean. Leo sort
of laughs. Big mistake. Ruthie is turning to mush. She just wants
to be told that she's not like the Before women in the ads in the
movie magazines. Are you sensuous? Develop a Bust. Be
alluring. I've seen her sneak looks at those ads in the
magazine she keeps under her bed at home. She wants to be an After.
But she's not. She's not all that different from me and I'm not
even a Before yet. Sometimes Leo might as well put his mind in a
glass case. You can just see what he's thinking. He figures this is
a great chance to keep us busy while he's in the Poodle Bar.
"Ruthie, all you need is a little fixing up and you'll be a real
woman," he says. "What's fixing up?" Ruthie asks.

"You know. Shopping."

"Yeah. Shopping!" she says.

Hey wait a minute Ruthie I say. We're not
even ladies yet. Remember? But it's no use. She's already an After
riding into the sunset on a dark and stormy night as Ruth swept
across the hillside her passion for Byron beating a hole in her
bosom as he pressed her close to his throbbing crew cut. All
because of shopping. "Have your hair done, too," Leo says counting
out the twenties. He thinks he's solved all his problems but he
doesn't know what he's in for.

I knew it. It's a disaster. I feel awful but
there's nothing I can do. Not now. Not since Ruthie came out of the
hairdresser's on the ground floor of the hotel. This was after she
bought all those shiny clothes like the ones the fat ladies in the
pool are wearing. The whole time she was in the hairdresser's I sat
there saying Ruthie are you sure this is what you want to do? She
pulls her oh honestly Christie routine as if I'd never
understand because I'm not a woman. The old biddy doing her
hair agrees with Ruthie. She's all shiny too like the front of
Leo's car and she chews gum and must be forty.

When Ruthie steps out of the hairdresser's I
want to burst out laughing. She looks like a freak. She's had a
perm. Her hair is up like some kind of beehive with curly little
ends. And it's all pinky white! Like the fat ladies in the pool.
Her nails are pink and her mouth looks like she fell into a pot of
red paint. She comes weaving toward me in the new shoes she bought.
The ones with the high heels that she had to stuff paper in. That's
not all she stuffed paper in. She's got a chest! A lumpy one but
it's still a chest. It's underneath that turquoise blouse with the
sleeves that keep falling over her hands and down almost to her
knees so you can hardly see the pedal pushers she's wearing.

At first I just stand there. Ruthie is that
you? I say.

"Byron will like it," she says,
teetering past. Her nose is in the air. Just like the ladies in the
pool. So what do I do? An hour ago I had a sister. Now I've got
Marilyn Monroe. I run along beside her.

Ruthie? Are you okay?

"Superb," she says. She's never said superb
in her whole life. She's walking down the hotel corridor. People
are staring like crazy. Someone starts to giggle but I stare
daggers at them. Ruthie just plows ahead. We pass the entrance to
the Poodle Bar and some drunk comes out and starts laughing at her.
She just puts her nose higher in the air and plows ahead. Leo sees
her and comes roaring out with his mouth open. Shopping I say to
him putting my nose in the air and marching away like Ruthie. We
get to the elevator just before the doors close. It's full. It's
the longest elevator ride of my whole life. By the second floor
people are laughing. Someone says something about Halloween being
early. I turn around and tell them to shush up. No one's making fun
of my sister like that. But soon everyone's laughing. Ruthie
just stares at the doors like she's the Queen of Sheba. When we get
to the top floor she marches off the elevator handing me the room
keys like I'm some kind of servant who's supposed to run ahead and
open the door. I figure I'd better not ask questions so I do it.
She sweeps in and the second I close the door she goes absolutely
loony. She starts screaming and jumping up and down trying to rub
all the makeup off. She sees herself in the mirror and she looks
like a peroxide scarecrow. She wails like the time Mr. Cooper's cat
spent the night in the alley and no matter what I do I can't calm
her down. She throws herself on the shiny white couch and rolls
around bawling and leaving a hail of makeup. Ruthie you look great
I tell her. I have to say something.

"Are you crazy?" she wails at me. "Byron is
going to laugh."

It'll go away.

"Yeah sure. In ten years. Then I'll be an old
hag."

No you won't. Look at Mother I tell her. But
it's no good. She races into the bathroom and slams the door.
Click. I hear the door lock turn. Ruthie? Why are you
locking the door? "I'm never coming out. Never ever."

Superb I say.

I figure she'll be out in an hour. Because
she's a brain she gets bored real fast. There's not that much to do
in the bathroom. So I do what Dick Tracy did in his last comic
book. I pull out one of my hairs and then I tape it across where
the door opens down low near the floor. When Ruthie opens the door
the hair will come unstuck. Okay seeya I say making a lot of noise
as I leave. I spend a long time by the pool and then I walk along
the beach trying to remember where Ivory Joe and Mother are now.
When I get back the bathroom door is still locked. And the hair is
still taped to the door. Ruthie? No answer. I start to get real
worried. Ruthie? I yell.

"What?" she says sounding real quiet and real
bored.

“When are you coming out?”

"I told you already. Never."

“How are you going to eat?”

"I don't care."

“How are you going to meet Byron?”

"Byron would think I'm a freak if he saw me.
Leave me alone."

I can tell this is going to be serious. I go
downstairs to the Poodle Bar where Leo almost jumps when I tap him
on the shoulder. He and Arnie Dalitz are talking about something
that must be real secret because Arnie Dalitz is very twitchy and
smiles like he doesn't mean it. I tell Leo that his daughter has
serious problems which he thinks means she's run out of money in
one of the stores.

Leo comes upstairs but you can tell he
doesn't really want to. At first he thinks it's all just a joke. He
does his okay honey enough is enough number in that voice that's
supposed to be chuckly but isn't. No answer. He knocks on the
bathroom door again. "Ruthie?" Still no answer. This goes on for a
while. He's thinking like crazy. I tell you he's never going to get
Ruthie to say one single word.

"Okay, Ruthie, if that's the way you want
it," he says. "I'm going to hold my breath until I die." He takes a
big breath and then he pretends to hold it. After about a minute,
he falls on the floor right outside the bathroom. He winks at
me.

"Leo? You okay?" yells Ruthie from inside the
bathroom. I tell you Leo's a genius. Now he doesn't answer
her. She gets worried. "Leo?"

"Now are you gonna open the door?" Leo
says.

"You tricked me into talking," Ruthie
yells.

"I didn't trick you. I just want you to open
the door." "I'm a freak. You'll laugh at me."

“I won t.”

"You don't really love me."

"How can you say an awful thing like
that?"

"All you do is give us money. You don't want
to spend any time with us."

"I'm sorry. Look, Ruthie, your father's had
some business problems to straighten out. Now open up."

"Hah. Boozing with Arnie Dalitz and Herman
Pinsky. We could be with Mother and Ivory Joe. Then I wouldn't look
like a freak." This makes Leo all jittery. Even the words Ivory Joe
are a no-no around here. Ruthie and I talked about this. We're sure
that Leo thinks Ivory Joe is the perfect Negro. Ivory Joe is
driving Leo crazy without even doing anything. And mentioning him
and Mother together can turn Leo into jelly. Angry jelly.

All of a sudden there's a big knock on the
door and Arnie Dalitz comes roaring in. He doesn't say hi how are
you or anything. He looks real jittery too. "Leo, c'mon," he says.
"Quit futzing around. We gotta talk."

"Arnie, I got a kid locked in the crapper,"
says Leo. He's pacing back and forth.

"So come back in an hour. She ain't going
anywhere. We got business to talk about."

"Look, Arnie, I ain't leaving my kid."

"Yeah, Arnie!" yells Ruthie from the
bathroom.

Arnie Dalitz looks angry. "How'd she get in
there?"

"She locked herself in. She won't open the
door."

Arnie Dalitz shakes his head and goes over to
the phone. "It's simple," he says. He phones someone named Lou. Lou
comes up to the room. He's big and not friendly. He's dressed in a
suit but he doesn't look like a suit kind of person.

"You got the little one?" says Arnie Dalitz
to Lou who just grunts. Then Arnie Dalitz yells at the door. "Okay
now Ruthie, get up on the can, okay? Stand up there on the can
while Lou shoots the lock off."

"What are you, nuts?" yells Leo as Lou stands
there with a little gun. "No one's firing at that door while my
kid's in there." "Yeah? Well how you going to get her out of
there?"

"I'll do it my own way. Find a saw," he says
to Lou.

"A saw?" Lou says in a dopey voice.

"A saw," yells Leo. "Don't you know what a
saw is?"

So Lou comes back with a saw and Leo tells
him to make a hole in the bottom of the door right next to the
floor. Arnie Dalitz is walking around talking to himself. They make
a little square hole in the door. Then Leo takes the tray of fruit
from the table and slides it through the hole. "Here you go,
Ruthie. Lunch." There's no answer. Just the sound of munching.

That's the way it is for the next couple of
days. Leo orders Ruthie's food and then passes it through the hole
at the bottom of the bathroom door. I pass her the chessboard, the
letter from Byron, the romance novel she was reading and some new
movie magazines. I have to use the bathroom in Leo's room but
that's okay except when I can't stand the aftershave smell. Leo
sort of likes what Ruthie's done. I'm sure he secretly prefers us
to be a little bit crazy. That's when he understands us the most.
He's more relaxed when we're crazy. Like we're his kids. At night
he sits on the floor outside the bathroom with me and we talk to
Ruthie like there was no door between us. It's all the usual what
kind of day did you have? Stuff. Ruthie tells us about her chess
game with herself and what lunch was like. Leo even reads stories
to her when she's going to sleep in the bathtub. He already pushed
the pillows and blankets through the hole. It's kind of normal. In
a way. But my problem is I'm sort of lonely.

I have another problem. Mother phones. She's
all excited because the tour is going so well. Big crowds and the
record is doing well too. Then Ivory Joe comes on the line and says
hi and in the background there's Zoot and Clarence and Clyde
laughing. Mother comes on again and wants to talk to Ruthie. I blow
it. I get tongue-tied when I try to fib my way out of it. Mother's
immediately suspicious. When I tell her Ruthie's in the bathroom
she says she'll wait. You can't I tell her.

"Why not?"

“Cause she's been there for a while.”

"Christie, what are you talking about? How
long has Ruthie been in the bathroom?"

“Three days” I say. That does it. Mother
wants to know what's going on. I really panic. That's when I say
Mother it's okay Ruthie wasn't hurt at all when Arnie Dalitz wanted
to shoot holes in the bathroom door to get her out because Leo
stopped him and cut a hole in the bottom of the door to feed her
when she turned her hair pink and white.

There's a real big pause on the phone.
"Christie, darling, have your father call me right away. Do you
understand?" I say yes. Mother's got on that real quiet voice now.
The one that scares all of us.

Even Leo probably.
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Even before Leo left for Miami with Ruthie
and Christie he sensed a change in Arnie Dalitz. There was a
nervousness, a forced laughter that tried to smooth over a command
dropped casually in the guise of a friendly suggestion. Miami. A
week at the Fontainebleau. Shoot some craps. Take a little sun.
Party till you drop. And the whole thing comped. Wise guys picking
up the tab.

And that strained smile stretching like a
slit across Arnie Dalitz's face when Leo announced he was taking
his two daughters with him.

"Hey, Arnie, it's me Leo you're talking to.
Remember?" he said on the first afternoon when they met in the
Poodle Bar. "We've only known each other for a jillion years. So
what's with all this mystery shit?"

Arnie Dalitz finessed it. Leo pushed. Arnie
Dalitz's fingers drummed on the table. His eyes flicked around the
room. "Leo, lay off."

"Arnie, you want something. Or something is
fucking up. Which is it?"

"Both."

They went for a walk along the beach where
Arnie Dalitz felt safe to talk. There was a war brewing. Genovese
was being pushed by Anastasia and people were turning up dead.
Nothing big so far but all the signs were there. "The gorillas are
thrashing and when that happens the whole goddamn forest gets
trampled," said Arnie Dalitz staring out into the ocean but not
seeing it.

Leo stopped hearing large chunks of
conversation after Albert Anastasia's name was mentioned. More than
the other four New York Mafia dons, Anastasia trailed blood. He
killed the way other men shook hands. Leo had seen Anastasia once
on a street and instantly knew the purest fear of his life as those
dark dead eyes in the fleshy face scanned those around him. Victims
had been chosen almost by impulse and allies were as vulnerable as
enemies.

"Why am I here, Arnie?" said Leo, remembering
that fear.

"Cause you're involved."

"What the hell are you talking about? I have
nothing to do with all that."

"Leo, Leo. You do." In a soft voice.

The problem was Havana and the Cuban gambling
casinos that were making fortunes for the tightly controlled Mafia
cartel run by Vito Genovese and Meyer Lansky. But Anastasia was not
part of the cartel and had decided he should be. By whatever means
necessary.His plan was so simple that Genovese wondered why he
hadn't thought of it himself. Anastasia intended to take over the
music business. Booking agents, publishers, singers, he wanted them
all. Controlling the music was like controlling the casinos. One
crap table was the same as another but a great floor show with a
famous singer was enough to have the customers scrambling into any
casino, dropping money in their wake. And owning the publishing
rights to just one hit record was worth a year of protection
rackets. Just from the royalties paid every time the song was
played.

Vito Genovese decided that he would beat
Anastasia at his own scheme. And had sent word to Arnie Dalitz that
this friend of his, this Leo, should be used. The one who had done
such a good job in Cairo.

"Look, Arnie, I don't know what's going on
but I do know that I ain't in that business."

"That's why they want you, Leo. Don't sweat
it. It's just fringe stuff."

"I'm here for a holiday with my kids."

"Hey, Leo. C'mon, huh?"

"No way."

"Leo, Leo." That same soft voice saying don't
be an idiot, no one says no. Not when you're in as deep as you are.
With a word or two Frolic Frocks could be destroyed. Just by
refusing to allow the garbage to be collected by their men.
Or refusing to ship the dresses out on their trucks. Or canning the
six-for-five financing for the spring line. Or worse. They could
just torch the whole place.

Or worse.

"What's the deal?"

"They just want you to play a friendly game
of cards." Always they. Never we.

"With who?"

"Some guy named George Goldin. They want to
skin him alive in a game of poker."

Back in the Poodle Bar Leo drank and said
nothing. "You could get a hundred guys to do this," he said when
the third bourbon was taking effect.

"But you'll do it better."

"Bullshit."

"You will."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. First he doesn't know you're a friend
of ours. Second you're a killer with cards. And third you have a
reason to nail him."

"Like what?"

"Like he's the one who holds the paper on
those musical niggers your wife has taken up with."

"Fuck you, Arnie."

"Leo, for christsakes, whadya want me to tell
you? It's the fucking truth. Tina wouldn't sign with Pinsky. She
went with Goldin. He took her and this Ivory Joe on tour. You wanna
nail him? Here's your chance."

After the fourth bourbon was gone, Leo
answered. "Keep talking."

The next day Herman Pinsky arrived wearing a
turquoise shirt that was emblazoned with pink palm trees that
matched his complexion. "Losing's the easy part," said Arnie
Dalitz. "Let him fleece you here in Miami. We know he's booked
himself into a hotel in Havana on Thursday. You go with him. And
tear him to pieces."

"What makes you so sure I'm gonna win?"

"In Havana? You will. Trust me." Arnie Dalitz
laughed.

"So I win."

"So you bet your company against his."

"Are you nuts? You want me to risk Frolic
Frocks?""Hey. You listenin' or what? I told you—no risk."

"You're sure?"

"Aw for christsakes, Leo."

"Okay. But what makes you think he'll put his
own company into the pot?"

"He'd put his own mother into the pot."

"Okay, so I win. I get a record company"

"We get the record company."

"So what's the big deal?"

"A song," said Herman Pinsky, leaning very
close and talking very quietly. "Your Mr. Ivory Joe has a song
called Ghost Lover that he still hasn't recorded. Genovese
knows about it. He wants us to get it." Herman Pinsky's little
smile creased his round shiny face. Leo was understanding it all
now. "You wouldn't have to worry about your wife taking your kids
off on some tour. I mean, we'd hold the paper on this Ivory Joe
then. No way we'd allow that shit."

"We?”

"That's what I said, Leo," said Herman Pinsky
a split second before Leo's daughter Christie yelled breathlessly
right behind his head, almost making him lose his drink. Something
about the other daughter locking herself in the bathroom. Herman
Pinsky had always felt uneasy around children. They were a pain in
the ass most of them. Too difficult to control. Not like
adults.

At first Leo had merely disliked George
Goldin. It took a couple of days for him to really hate the man.
There was all the manufactured sleekness. The same corny
spontaneous jokes rehearsed a hundred times. Walking around with
his arm in a sling like he was a war hero. The sly winks to the
women that were really meant to be seen by the men. And the
flashing of big bills to the headwaiters followed by the
nickel-and-dime tips whenever he could get away with it.

It was precisely the reaction Arnie Dalitz
and Herman Pinsky had counted on.

Even before Goldin had unpacked his bags,
Charlotte his favorite prostitute knocked on the door to his room
as he knew she would. Room service, she said with that big movie
star grin. It was the same grin that only an hour earlier had made
Leo say to himself it's many a bumpy road those lips have traveled.
Charlotte the Harlot, teased Arnie Dalitz the way he always
did as he slowly peeled off fifty-dollar bills and handed them to
her. And when it was information, no one could pry secrets loose
better than Charlotte. She could take on a truckers' convention and
still look innocent at the end of the night. Arnie Dalitz had
brought her in from Cleveland two years ago and made sure she never
forgot who she worked for. Or why. Arnie Dalitz had also brought in
Dorothy who was to be introduced as Leo's girl. She was short with
jet black hair falling around an oval, vaguely oriental face. And
with breasts bursting against the halter top. She told Leo she was
Charlotte's best friend, but watching the shorthand glances that
passed between them and the way they touched each other, Leo
decided they were probably lovers. He spent the afternoon by the
pool watching Dorothy play solitaire and wondering what she and
Charlotte did when they went to bed.

When Christie arrived at the pool bringing
Leo the latest news on Ruthie's confinement in the bathroom, Leo
watched her give Dorothy that same appraising eye that unnerved so
many of them. Dorothy just nodded and went back to the cards. It
amused Leo that Christie approved of Dorothy's boredom. She always
preferred the women who seemed the least interested in him.

An hour passed. "What's taking so long?" Leo
said, staring up at the hotel.

"George is a weeper," said Dorothy in the
same bored voice as she slapped down two more cards.

"A weeper?"

"Yeah. You know. He thinks you've been
waiting for him. That he broke your heart when he left last time.
So now he's got to make it up to you. You have to sit through them
telling how much they really care about you. But it's okay. As long
as they pay." Goldin came to the pool, subtly maneuvered by
Charlotte as she had been told to do. There were looks of surprise
and waves, Dorothy reacting with skilled enthusiasm. Introductions.
A few drinks. The usual small talk. The weather in New York.
Business. The Yankees and the Dodgers. And then the deck of cards
in front of Dorothy. Goldin picked them up and asked Leo if he was
any good. Leo had been waiting for the question, or a variation of
it. There were two possible answers. "I'm a killer with a deck of
cards," he said.

Goldin smiled. It was a patient smile. The
kind a learned scholar gives to an endearing idiot. Leo knew
instantly that he had him. "Oh yeah?" said Goldin.

In the late afternoon he drove up Collins
Avenue to the Beau Rivage where Arnie Dalitz and Herman Pinsky were
now staying. It was far enough away from the Fontainebleau so there
was no chance of an accidental meeting with Goldin. Leo collected
two thousand dollars and that night sat with a dry-cleaning
millionaire from Baltimore, a dentist from Brooklyn, a machine tool
company owner from Akron and George Goldin. The game was simple
five-card stud, jokers wild. Leo had planned the strategy
carefully. First get the deadwood out of the game and start
chopping away at Goldin. Give him a scare and watch how he plays.
One of Leo's measures of a man was his ability to bluff, to go
right to the edge of oblivion with nothing more than a grin. Goldin
failed. For all the show of flamboyance, he parted with his chips
like a banker watching loans go bad. When Goldin tried to bluff he
held his cards closer to him as if he was afraid of losing them. He
smiled too much and awkwardly. And his forefinger kept picking at
the cuticle of his thumb.

When Leo had dropped eighteen hundred
dollars, Charlotte hurried into the room. Part of the deal with
Arnie Dalitz was that she would babysit Christie and Ruthie.
World's most expensive babysitter, Arnie Dalitz had said. But Leo
insisted.

"Your wife just showed up," said Charlotte,
looking very shaken. Leo pictured the scene and knew why. "She just
threw me out!"

"What?" yelled Leo, staring at the huge pile
of chips in front of George Goldin. They hadn't planned it this
way, at least not with Tina as the reason for breaking up the game.
It was to have been Dorothy phoning with an emergency. Then there
was to be all the faked panic, rushing away from the table
lamenting his bad luck and demanding a rematch in Havana. But now
nothing was faked, especially his panic. "Christalmighty how did
she get down here? I gotta go. Shit, this is a goddamn disaster is
what this is."

"Leo, listen to me," said George Goldin with
the same smile, the one that said hey sucker. "There's a lesson
here."

"What lesson?" Leo was stumbling away from
the table.

"You never run out on a friend just because
you're cleaning him. So I'll tell you what. Come to Havana in two
weeks. I'll give you another shot."

"Hey, thanks pal," said Leo, rushing out the
door.
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It gets worse. Our big plan to get Mother and
Leo back together gets creamed.

Last night when Mother all of a sudden roared
into our room at the Fontainebleau and threw her arms around me
like she was an octopus I knew it was big trouble. You can always
tell by how hard they squeeze you. If it's just a little hug like
they've got all kinds of stuff on their minds you know you're okay.
It's no big deal. But if it's like falling into the gorilla cage
with big goobery kisses and loud talk you know you'd rather be out
playing. Which is what this is. Especially when Mother sees
Charlotte who's sitting on the floor outside the bathroom door
doing her nails and talking to Ruthie who's still locked inside.
Charlotte's neat. She doesn't try to impress us like the other ones
do. Charlotte and Ruthie are talking about men. Ruthie's telling
her all about Byron. They've just about decided that men are no
good when Mother roars in and wants to know a whole lot of things.
Like who Charlotte is. And where Leo is. Charlotte won't tell her.
Mother blows up and Charlotte decides to beat it. That's when the
octopus routine starts.

About ten minutes later Leo shows up looking
like Mr. Wasserman's dog when they were taking it for its shot.
Mother's talking to Ruthie through the bathroom door and stares
daggers at Leo. Right away you can tell he's going to get into a
fight with her. You can read Leo like a book. His lips get kind of
skinny and he smiles when he doesn't want to. They start yelling at
each other about Ruthie. Mother tells him that no decent father
would leave his daughter locked in a bathroom for four days. Leo
naturally blows up and says that's what she wanted. "Are you
crazy?" says Mother.

"Well, then, ask her," Leo yells. So Mother
does.

"Ruthie?" she yells at the door. "Is that
what you wanted?" But Ruthie's no dummy. There's not one peep from
the door.

That's when Mother says, "Ruthie, you open it
this minute." That's always the big warning signal. This
minute. Mother's the only one who says it to us like that. Leo
would never think of saying it. With him it could be this hour.
This day. Or even next week. Compared to Mother he's a pussycat
that way. You just don't fool around when Mother says this
minute. So Ruthie opens the door.

Mistake.

Mother almost screams. But instead she just
sits down real quick like all the air goes out of her. Ruthie looks
like a complete freak. Her pinky white hair sticks out like
icicles. That turquoise blouse looks like something a doxie would
wear. And those pedal pushers. They're like britches for ponies.
Ruthie stares at Mother. Mother stares at Ruthie. Ruthie starts to
snivel. I look at Leo. You can tell he knows it's game over.

"Get your things packed, children," Mother
says. Children? She hasn't called us children in years. But she's
speaking in that real quiet voice that you don't fool around with.
Ruthie and I both vamoose leaving Leo there with Mother. He blows
it. He starts to get mad but you can tell he's just faking it. He
feels guilty or something because when we hear him going through
his over my dead body routine you can tell it's not the old
Leo.

But then he figures out that Mother wants to
take us away and keep us. Then it's the old Leo.You can hear the
fight all the way down the corridor.
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On the night that Tina took Christie and
Ruthie out of the Fontainbleau Hotel, Leo sat alone in his room
listening to the phone ring. Then there was the pounding on the
door. Leo kept drinking bourbon and staring out the big windows at
the lights of distant boats on the Atlantic. The phone kept
ringing. The hotel suite was suddenly very empty. The chattering
voices he heard fell silent the instant he turned away from the
ocean's blackness and looked around the room. There was a submerged
edge of his own fear that softened under the chaos of Christie and
Ruthie. The silence brought the fear back and for once he did not
try to run from it.
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