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JULES AND EDITH WITH HER MOTHER, MARTHA FRIEDMANN (LEFT), AND SISTER, USHI (RIGHT)
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PROLOGUE THE TEN-BLOCK WALK

NEW YORK CITY, 1954

JULES SCHULBACK LEFT HIS THIRD-FLOOR apartment around midnight and stepped onto the sidewalk at Lexington and Sixty-First Street in Manhattan, carrying what looked like a black lunch box with chrome around the edges. He surveyed the familiar view, glancing at an upstairs window across the street that belonged, strangely, to a doll hospital. Its lights and red neon crosses had been turned off for the evening, hiding the buckets of miniature heads and arms and various doll parts that would spook visitors when they peeked from his apartment window in the daylight. But Jules found the doll hospital mildly amusing, as he did most things. He panned his gaze a few doors down and crossed the avenue to his fur shop.

Its treasures were locked up for the night. Jules inspected the darkened window, as he always did when passing by, partly to admire his display—frozen mannequins posed in the latest minks and fox stoles—but also to check that everything was all right in his absence. And it was.

Since it was a Tuesday night, the streets of Manhattan were mostly deserted, Jules’s shadow one of the only ones cast by dim streetlamps and a moon that was just past full. The Chrysler Building loomed in the distance, only a few of its offices lit, the bright moon reflecting off the spiked metal helmet of its tower.

The temperature was in the fifties, chilly for early fall. In Jules’s version of the story, a story he would retell again and again over the decades, a few Checker cabs flew by, a few crawled, looking for a fare, but Jules walked. Two blocks, then three, past shuttered drugstores and dry cleaners, past silent newsstands and grocery stores. Past a single bored cop on the beat, to whom he gave a respectful nod but didn’t stop to chat up. Jules loved to chat and loved to spin a good story. But tonight he was a man with a mission, not just an insomniac out on a late-night stroll in the greatest city in the world. He did not have an American dream; he was already living it, right now, right here on these streets.

As he grew closer to his destination—East Fifty-First Street—Jules sensed a strange charge in the atmosphere, as if the molecules were being rearranged somehow, and a distant hum, even before he saw the crowd. He passed the all-night coffee shop with its pink neon and the onion-shaped green copper domes of the Central Synagogue on the corner of Fifty-Fifth Street—so much like the one he had left behind in Berlin. And sure enough, three blocks away he could see it: a bright glow up ahead.

As he drew nearer, the lights were brighter than daylight, the crowd deeper than those on the Forty-Second Street subway platform during the evening rush. His heart beating faster with each step, Jules realized there was something strange about this crowd. He couldn’t identify it right away. It took a few beats. But then it hit him—there were only men here, their families and wives tucked safely into bed back in their apartments.

Like Yankee Stadium under the floodlights, men in hats and jackets and a smattering of ties stood around, excited for the game to begin. Some stood on fire escapes and the roofs of cars, perched on lampposts and atop traffic lights, all trying to find a good spot to glimpse the coming attraction—the American dream made flesh, with all its promises and curves. One of the Yankees was even here, Joe DiMaggio, shaking hands and working the growing crowd of photographers and cops, loiterers and fans.

Jules dove straight in. He’d never been a timid man; if he had been, he wouldn’t be here walking the Earth. Gently pushing his way through the crowd using his free hand and a few German-accented “Pardon mes” and “Excuse mes”—he was a gentleman after all—he got as close as he could to the commotion. There was the gaffer he had met yesterday, who tipped him off about tonight. They nodded in recognition.

Then the movie director flitted past in his fedora, nervously eyeing the growing throng. His name was Billy Wilder. They were both from Berlin, Jules knew, both escaped Jewish refugees. He caught Wilder’s eye and held it for a moment, long enough to think that maybe Billy, too, knew what they had in common. As if Jules was marked somehow with invisible ink that only the fellow wounded could detect. Billy walked past, and Jules was suddenly reminded of his purpose here tonight. He squeezed his black box between his legs, screwed around with a few knobs, wound a small crank, knelt down into a narrow free space between bodies, and then placed the box up to his right eye. His Bolex 16 mm camera.

It was September 15, 1954, and it was no accident he was here. Jules was a thoughtful man who had always planned everything very carefully. Befriending that gaffer was just one of many steps that brought this furrier and amateur filmmaker to the front row of one of the most iconic moments in twentieth-century film history, one that he—and he alone—would save for posterity in living, moving color.

Jules looked around the artificially lit New York City street corner. Always so much life, so much to capture. He had tasted the bitterness of life, but this, this was the sweet part. He peeked through the lens of his Bolex, focused on Billy Wilder and the crew in front of him.

And suddenly, as if she knew he was coming, out stepped Marilyn Monroe. And… Action.



For Jules, staring the glamour of Hollywood in the face took more than a ten-block walk. His long, complicated journey to New York City, like those of most immigrant Jews during World War II, had taken bravery and cunning. But, against all logic, here he was, front and center, smack in the middle of the waking dream that was America.

Jules had almost not made it there that night. Had almost not made it to America. The odds had been against him, really. On dark nights when he couldn’t keep the sorrow at bay, he would think of the family and friends he had left behind, many of them dead.

His story included not one but two escapes from Nazi Germany, of lies quickly imagined and creatively told, of ocean liners and fake identities and magic—the never-ending, never-tarnished magic of Hollywood. Some of those who came in and out of Jules’s story—Clark Gable, Billy Wilder, Joe DiMaggio, and Marilyn Monroe—were real, of human flesh, with flaws and imperfections. Like Jules, each had escaped something, wearing a mask to survive, creating an alternate identity, using the powers that they, and only they, possessed. Dreaming and remaking themselves in a country that not only allowed reinvention but demanded it.

Others in his story were not real, like Superman, a fellow refugee—from another dying planet—whose incredible powers helped shine a light on the very horror that Jules had escaped, a horror so many had willfully ignored. Superman, too, needed an alternate self, a stuffed-shirt newspaper man—a regular guy. Those who created Superman had their own journey, too, sons of survivors, riding the first wave of an art form—the comics—that would one day crash into the Hollywood that Jules so loved.

And finally there was the man who Jules never really spoke to, the man who gave him life—and gave life to Marilyn and Superman as well.

Harry.

He was just a few blocks away from here, living his own American dream, with all the complications and grit that entailed. The early Mob connections, the bootlegging, and the girlie magazines had all given way to respectability, fortune, and fame. But on this night, this very same chilly autumn night when Marilyn stepped into the camera lights, Harry’s life would start unraveling. A series of events was set in motion that would change Harry’s life, leaving him—for the few years he had left on Earth—a mere observer of a world he’d created.

So many strands. So many stories. All crisscrossing and colliding into one another. The starlet. The king of Hollywood. The superhero. The publisher. The ballplayer. The filmmaker. And Jules. All traveling together through this extraordinary time. This night beneath the klieg lights was like the tip of the needle stitching those intricate threads together, but to truly see it, you have to go back in time.

Rewind the film, turn back the colorful page of panels, and start at the beginning.





ACT ONE
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JULES AND EDITH ON A WEEKEND OUTING





CHAPTER 1 IN THE METROPOLIS

BERLIN, CIRCA 1929

WANNSEE LAKE WAS BIG AND beautiful and surrounded by mansions and marinas, sailboats drifting by lazily in the distance. It was warm and sticky in crowded Berlin. But not here. Wannsee was breezy, the cool lake water a welcome reward for the long workweek. Being tan was suddenly chic, and sunbathing a new pastime, so young Germans traveled in droves on weekends to lie out and bake by the water. On summer Sundays, seventeen-year-old Jules Schulzbach would travel to Wannsee with his teenage girlfriend, Edith, who was two years younger. They’d rendezvous beneath the modern golden clock outside the Berlin Zoo train station, a popular meeting place, the smell of the elephants wafting out over the rattling train and traffic noise. It was a short train ride from the zoo station to Wannsee. Jules, fair skinned with light brown hair that turned even lighter in the sun, would rent a striped Strandkorb—a small portable roofed cabana—for himself and his love. They would spend the day swimming and then squeeze together, still damp, into their little cabana, watching the sunbathers bathe and the sailboats sail.

When the sun went down, Jules and Edith loved to go to Berlin’s clubs. They were both very stylish. Jules was handsome, with big, bright eyes set in a heart-shaped face. Edith was thin and graceful, with gray eyes and short dark hair with a marcel wave. They won ballroom dance competitions, tap dancing, fox-trotting, waltzing—and, their favorite, Argentinian tangoing—their way to top prizes. They went to concerts together, too, including those performed at the New Synagogue on Oranienburger Strasse, with its big golden dome and its Moorish Alhambra–like design, the center of the city’s Jewish community. Their fellow Berliner Albert Einstein, who was not only one of the greatest minds of his generation but was a pretty decent violinist, played a charity concert there one late January evening in 1930. He and his violin—which he nicknamed Lina (short for die Violine)—played to a packed house, the genius dressed in black tie, tails, and a matching yarmulke. Lina’s melancholy, soaring notes from Bach’s two violin concertos drifted over the crowd of three thousand.

Jules and Edith would also spend hours at the nearby movie houses, including the Biograph Theater just a couple doors down from his sister Mollie’s fur shop, and the Babylon cinema just around the corner. Its curved Bauhaus facade—sleek, spare, and elegant—was painted a golden hue, its name running in bold vertical neon on the building’s side and in the shape of a ziggurat atop its marquee. The theater took its name from the plot of Metropolis, director Fritz Lang’s 1927 retelling of the story of the Tower of Babel. The groundbreaking sci-fi dystopian tale told of an evil industrialist who uses technology to keep the masses down by enslaving them at the bottom of a giant skyscraper complex. Its Communist lesson of class struggle and capitalism left unchecked was a technological wonder, touting the latest in special effects. The movie’s futuristic style—including robots and big explosions amid vast architectural models of Art Deco buildings and Gothic cathedrals—had been inspired by Fritz Lang’s first trip to New York City in 1924. It cost more than $2 million to produce and had rocked the world—and Jules.

Enveloped in darkness, Jules and Edith watched the German and American silent films, reading the intertitles as the music from the orchestra pit and house organ washed over them. Jules collected autographed film cards like American boys would collect baseball cards, each one featuring a sepia-toned glamour shot of a famous actor or actress of the day, women with blond permanent waves and men decked out in white tuxedo jackets.

Weimar Berlin was a thoroughly modern metropolis—Europe’s first really—its cafés filled with people like Josephine Baker, W. H. Auden, and Christopher Isherwood, there to write his Berlin novels that would later become the stage play Cabaret. A left-wing stronghold, the city of four million was on the forefront of liberal thinking, nightclubs like the Eldorado and Silhouette accepting of homosexuals, bisexuals, and transgender people. As a result, it was at the center of Europe’s culture wars, with the new Nazi Party declaring it “decadent,” and citing rampant drug use and prostitution as the endgame of liberal thought. Jules had heard all about the Nazis and their leader, a rising political star named Adolf Hitler, whose rousing speeches convinced many young, disaffected Germans to join the burgeoning party’s ranks. When Wall Street collapsed in October 1929, Hitler’s audience began to grow. Nervous American investors pulled billions of marks in loans from Germany, sending that economy into free fall as well. Frightened and anxious, the general public in Germany started to seriously listen to Hitler, who blamed the Jews for the nation’s economic hardships.

It was already well known in the Jewish quarter, where Jules lived, that Hitler hated the Jews and wanted them removed from Europe. He had made that clear not only in those speeches but in his 1925 book, Mein Kampf. Under Hitler’s Berlin district leader, Joseph Goebbels, Nazi Party members violently clashed with Communists, Socialists, trade unionists, and Trotskyites in marches and riots in the streets and in meeting halls throughout the city. Rocks were thrown, knives were drawn, beer mugs and wooden chairs were smashed over heads.

But Jules avoided all that. He had heard the news surrounding All Quiet on the Western Front, the pacifist film that emotionally dramatized Germany’s loss in World War I. Protests erupted outside theaters, while inside, young Nazis unleashed mice, snakes, and stink bombs to force audiences out. Though a huge fan of American cinema, Hitler slammed the film for “endangering Germany’s reputation.” A veteran of the Great War, Hitler was bitterly angry about Germany’s defeat, blamed the kaiser, and longed to return the lost empire to its former glory.

In his lighter moments, Hitler loved Laurel and Hardy and Clark Gable and Jean Harlow. (Later, as Führer, he would often screen two films a night and sometimes one over lunch in his private screening room.) One of his favorite films was 1924’s Die Nibelungen, a retelling of the thirteenth-century poem upon which Richard Wagner’s operatic Ring cycle was also based. Hitler would see Die Nibelungen at least twenty times, drawing a correlation between current events and his favorite movie. To Hitler, the revenge fantasy of Die Nibelungen symbolized Germany’s strength and rise from the humiliations of World War I. He loved the story’s heroic character, Siegfried, even though the film was directed by a Jew, Fritz Lang, the genius behind Metropolis.

When he wasn’t being entertained, Jules was busy entertaining those around him. He loved to be the center of attention, telling stories and making people laugh. As the youngest in his family, he had always entertained his five older siblings, particularly his sister Golda, the oldest. She was a bit of a rebel, quiet but headstrong with a steely determination to claim her own place in the world. Golda resembled Jules the most with her big eyes, fine nose, and light hair. Fourteen years older than Jules, Golda had moved to Amsterdam for a while, had married, and had a son. When her husband died in the influenza pandemic, Golda moved back to Berlin in 1918 with her baby boy, Don. Being alone in a foreign land with a baby was too much tragedy for a twenty-year-old to handle on her own. She came back to heal, but wound up helping to heal the rest of the Schulzbach family as well. Their father, a decorated Austrian soldier from the Great War, would soon die of complications from his injuries. Acting as a second mother to both Jules and Cilly, the youngest girl in the Schulzbach family, Golda would throw her sturdy arms around them and hug them tight. And Jules would make sure that she laughed.

Dressing up from time to time as Charlie Chaplin’s Little Tramp, he put on the mustache and the hat, and waddled along with a cane, cracking everyone up. When he got a bit older, Jules pretended to play his girlfriend, Edith, like an upright bass, sitting her on his lap and plucking out imaginary notes on her stomach, popping his lips to imitate the sound. Edith was still in high school when he met her, a serious girl, who, like Golda, was not quick to smile. But his bass routine made her, and everyone around them, laugh. Jules’s relentless optimism and high spirits could sometimes be exhausting, but Edith loved him for it. And loved him as much as he loved her.

To earn money for their nights on the town, Jules got his first job working for Mollie, his second-oldest sister, and her husband, David, in their fur shop on Münzstrasse in the Mitte district in central Berlin. It was a sprawling, two-story place with mirrors along the walls, chandeliers above, and leopard skin rugs below. Paintings of a roaring tiger and a lion head flanked David’s last name on the sign outside the shop. It was called Schmerz, which means “pain” in German, which was fitting for a furrier, if you were an animal or an animal lover. A row of sewing machines lined the back room, manned by a large staff of white-coated furriers, both male and female, including young Jules, his hair parted in the center in the style of the day. Stuffed minks squatted on the shelves up front, and a live German shepherd was kept as a watchdog and pet.

Mollie, who was a decade older than Jules, would become the benevolent head of the family, proudest of them all to be a Berliner. Since their father had been laid to rest in the nearby Weissensee Cemetery, Mollie had taken charge of the finances, helping her mother support the family, then—as her siblings came of age—providing them work through David’s fur business. Mollie even helped her older sister, Golda, find love again, setting her up in 1920 with David’s handsome brother, Simon, a tailor in Berlin. Brothers marrying sisters. It made the family even stronger. Jules’s sister Sara also married a tailor and ran her own fur shop in the upscale Moabit section of the city with their brother Max, a hunchback.

When it came to his needlework and design, Jules was an artist. But he was also developing into quite a salesman, catering to both wives of bankers with traditional tastes and the more stylish customers looking for versions of the slope-shouldered, fur-trimmed wrap recently made famous by Coco Chanel, which boasted cuffs as big as muffs and a collar so huge it resembled a sleeping dog. Jules was witty and loved to tell a good story, two characteristics that endeared him to his lady customers. He spoke Hochdeutsch, High German, with an upper-class accent, but was also fluent in Berliner Schnauze—Berlin lip—the sarcastic sense of humor special to the city’s inhabitants. Jules was proud to be German and even more proud to be from Berlin, the only one in his family born there—a place where everyone seemed to be from someplace else. The Schulzbachs’ original hometown of Kolomyia in Galicia had a strong Jewish community—half of the city’s population—and was a center of Ukrainian culture with thirty synagogues and scores of publishing houses, newspapers, and magazines, and a public library that was one of the first in the region. But in 1910, two years before Jules was born, the city officially began to turn against the Jews, voting to prohibit them from the local trades.

So here they were in Berlin. Here, the Schulzbachs made their living freely, as tailors and furriers. But fur—and the money to be made from it—were not Jules’s passion. Edith Friedmann was.

Jules did his best to enjoy the good life with Edith, but couldn’t ignore the danger that was threatening their carefree nights dancing and their long cool days at the Wannsee beach. As the sailboats drifted into their field of vision, Jules and Edith would admire the mansions across the lake. Right across from the lido where they always sunbathed was a cream-colored stone villa tucked into the wooded shoreline. Before the London plane trees were fully bloomed, Jules could just make out the three-story building if he squinted hard enough from his striped beach chair. For now, it was just another mansion on the far shore, with manicured lawns and hedges and a colorful garden surrounded by classical statues.

Jules, of course, could not foresee what would soon take place in that elegant Wannsee villa. That over a buffet lunch, with fine cognac and imported cigars, fifteen German bureaucrats and military officers would gather to discuss the murder of all of Europe’s Jews, Jules’s and Edith’s families included.
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CHAPTER 2 SMOOSHES AND BOOZE

NEW YORK, CIRCA 1929

ON PAPER, HARRY DONENFELD WAS a printer. He and his three brothers ran the Martin Printing Company in Lower Manhattan in the shadow of the Brooklyn Bridge. The nine-floor building was filled with printers, whose heavy machinery, mixed with the trolleys crossing the bridge, made the whole place rattle and shake.

It wasn’t the prettiest spot in town, but was a vast improvement over where the four brothers grew up. Harry had worked his way out of poverty on the Lower East Side, having come at the turn of the century at age eight with his family from Jassy, the cultural capital of Romania, just as the government there decided to bar Jewish students from its public schools and colleges. The Donenfeld kids all slept in one bed together in a vermin-infested cold-water flat on Stanton Street. Each of the brothers now lived in the Bronx in neat, respectable houses. But the trip from the Lower East Side had been a long one. Harry had been a newsboy, a teenage gang member, and a garment worker. Now as a printer, he felt he had finally arrived. He was making good money. But there was so much more for the taking in New York City.

Bootlegging was in full swing in America. And Harry Donenfeld was about to get a taste. Harry was short—only five foot two—with a reedy voice and a thick New York City accent. But he was the boldest of his brothers, the middle of five children. He was also incredibly dapper and charming, with a high forehead, a slight slope to his nose, and a flinty spark in his dark eyes that meant he could cause trouble when he wanted.

On the Lower East Side, Harry had been in all the local gangs. There were the Allen Street Cadets, the Henry Street gang, the McDonald Street gang, the Five Pointers, and the Boys of the Avenue, the local Jewish gang filled with Yiddish-speaking shtarkers (tough guys) like Harry. Some gang members learned to pick pockets, gambling with that “found” money on horses, cards, and fights; running numbers; and rumbling with the rival gangs. The numbers Harry ran were called the policy racket, involving penny bets and steep odds at 999 to 1. Policy took its name from the insurance industry. The payoff was usually 600 to 1.

Some of Harry’s childhood troublemaker friends were now grown-up gangsters. To make extra money, real money, Harry started running Canadian whiskey and Molson ale down to New York for his old buddies. The illegal liquor was stored amid Harry’s giant paper rolls in his trucks and at the printing company.

Bribing the cops so they wouldn’t look too hard in the weighed-down paper trucks, Harry’s Mob friends would pick up the booze, Gillette it (slang for cut it), and deliver it throughout the city. Drivers would drop their crates at stores with painted windows, basement brownstone apartments, and the back rooms of restaurants—the speakeasies of New York. Harry was a regular customer at many of those “speaks.” When Prohibition began in 1920, the city was home to fifteen thousand saloons, clubs, and bars. By the mid-twenties, the number had more than doubled.

The Broadway Mob, Harry’s connection, supplied booze to many of the high-end speakeasies, like the Stork Club and the 21 Club, as well as the Cloud Club high atop the Chrysler Building. Harry developed a close bond with Francesco Castiglia, a fellow Broadway Mob bootlegger whose wife happened to be Jewish. Francesco, originally from Southern Italy, would change his name to Frank Costello. It was through Costello that Harry met the gangster’s Chicago associate, Moe Annenberg—publisher of the Daily Racing Form and other newspapers. He chose Harry to print six million promotional brochures as inserts for Hearst, the huge national newspaper chain, for whom Moe handled distribution. It was Harry’s first big score—aside from the booze.

The Donenfelds’ other printing clients included city hall, the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (“Look for the union label!”), and proto-feminist Margaret Sanger, who had them run off her illegal family-planning pamphlets and her newsletter—the Birth Control Review—promoting contraception. Under the Comstock Act passed by Congress in 1873, it was still against the law to distribute, sell, or possess contraceptives or any information discussing them, but Sanger, the founder of what would later become Planned Parenthood, preached that reproductive freedom was the key to women’s equality. Sexual pleasure without procreation was not immoral, she argued. And Harry wholeheartedly agreed.

Most printers regarded Sanger’s pamphlets “a Sing Sing job”—printing them would send you straight to prison. But Harry was happy to oblige. Anything for a buck, and to shake things up. He would not only print Sanger’s material but would store her boxes of illegal diaphragms behind his big rolls of paper, right next to the booze.

Not surprisingly, Harry developed a strong taste for liquor—an occupational hazard—and would barely make it back to his home in the Bronx every night after tying one on. He loved to knock back a good highball (or two or three), but his favorite drink was a Heineken. His wife, Gussie, hardly ever saw him anymore. And she missed him.

The two had met at the Seward Park public library branch and worked together at the Great Eastern Waist Company on Twenty-Seventh Street, selling tailored women’s blouses to wholesalers. Harry—with his thin mustache and black, slicked-back hair—cut quite a figure in his suit and vest and his fresh white starched shirt and collar. When young Harry met teenage Gussie, three years his junior, he took her around to all his favorite restaurants and cafés in the city. But what Gussie loved best about Harry was how he made her laugh. Harry was a practical joker and once gave a hotfoot to the up-and-coming heavyweight boxer Jack Dempsey, lighting his laces on fire. Dempsey, known for his powerful punches, turned around and playfully jabbed Harry, accidentally breaking his arm. But the two would stay good friends.

Harry and Gussie had been best friends back then, not just working together but protesting the Great War and the draft, attending Socialist rallies on Second Avenue, near their thirty-dollar-a-month newlywed apartment in the East Village. The cafés and bohemian bars were filled with young writers, artists, anarchists, and proponents of free love drawn to the area for its low rents. He and Gussie worked as Socialist poll watchers together during the 1918 elections and had attended what the radicals called Second Avenue University. At the intersection outside their railroad apartment, Socialist candidates set up small wooden platforms, giving speeches and lectures late into the night. All sorts of people attended those revival meetings—men, women, immigrants, Americans, Black, white—listening to talks not just on politics, but philosophy, history, and economics, the traffic stopping to avoid the huge crowds.

Though Harry and Gussie didn’t go to college, they got an education on that street corner. They had become adults together there, holding hands under the stars and feeling they could change the world. Instead, Harry had changed. Ever since they had moved up to the Bronx, it was as if a light switch had been flipped. Gussie wasn’t sure if it was the heavy drinking or the reality of starting his own family staring him in the face. Or maybe Harry had always been a bastard and she just hadn’t noticed.

In 1925, Harry began running around Brooklyn with a married woman from Manhattan Beach. For people who had grown up in working-class and poor neighborhoods like Harry and Gussie, free love had a different name: cheating. Gussie filed for divorce and got a boyfriend of her own. But it was just so Harry could get a taste of his own medicine. Harry, it turned out, was immune.

There was the nurse he had the long affair with, and the woman he was dating whom he fought with at a bar and grill on the corner of West Twentieth and Seventh Avenue. The woman had grabbed a carving knife and stabbed Harry. But Harry’s immunity stuck: He survived. And Gussie stayed.

Harry’s shenanigans—the cheating, the drinking, the hanging with mobsters—did not sit well with his brothers, who were growing to dislike Harry as much as Gussie did. There was the time, years later, that a printing client, a mobster with a very bad stutter, came in to do business. Harry, always the joker, told him to wait a moment. He then ran and grabbed his youngest brother, Irving, who also had a stutter, and told him to wait on the guy. Moments later, the client stormed off—sure he was being made fun of—and Irving appeared, his face pale. “W-w-w-what are you t-t-t-trying to do?” Irving said. “He’s going to k-k-k-kill me.” Harry thought it was hilarious. His brother did not.

Harry broke with his two older brothers and started his own company on West Twenty-Second Street, printing Screenland, a successful Hollywood fan magazine. Irving decided to join him in the new business venture. Harry told Gussie it was a fresh start for them both and she foolishly believed him. She hoped the man she had fallen in love with under the stars on Second Avenue was still inside there somewhere, hidden beneath the fancy suits and the pinkie ring. Before she knew it, Gussie was pregnant. The following year, Harry shamelessly formed Irwin Publishing—named for his newborn son—printing a series of sex pulp magazines called Snappy Stories, Spicy Stories, and Pep!, which was filled with topless girls and gags.

Nothing was sacred to Harry, not even his firstborn son’s name, as long as there was a buck to be made. And besides, he would argue, if it wasn’t for sex, little Irwin wouldn’t even exist, now would he? Fatherhood, however, did not cure Harry’s wandering eye. He slept with the pulps’ female editor, Merle Williams Hersey, adding her to his long list of mistresses. And editors.

The girlie magazines were called smooshes and were incredibly profitable. Their stories—accompanied by erotic photos and illustrations inside, and even brazenly on the cover—were said to revolve around one plot:


Boy meets girl.

Girl gets boy into pickle.

Boy gets pickle into girl.



They involved deep kisses and heavy petting of “alabaster orbs” and “snowy white globes,” with lots of trembling and throbbing and quivering. The writers always cut away before any serious action, hardly living up to the promise of the topless cover girls luring readers in. But no one came for the prose. It was all about the occasional “art” photos and line drawings: topless women shaking cocktail shakers over their heads, topless women kissing pilots in cockpits, topless women cavorting with the devil, topless chorus girls, housewives, farmers’ daughters climbing into haystacks or into bed.

When the stock market crashed in 1929, Harry’s sex pulps not only didn’t feel the shock but increased profits, selling cheap thrills to the masses for twenty-five cents at newsstands. Business was so good that Harry hired a new accountant, Jack Liebowitz, whose stepfather, Julius, had been a union steward for the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU). Harry and Julius had played cards together.

Jack, a full head taller than Harry at five foot eight—but with much less personality—had come from Ukraine with his family when he was ten years old, settling on the Lower East Side. Back in Ukraine, he had watched his older brother die from diphtheria after drinking tainted water from a barrel outside their house. A few years younger than Harry, Jack had also worked as a newsboy and remembered watching from the roof of his tenement apartment as smoke billowed from the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire. He had a head for numbers and very good handwriting, so good that when he was a boy his teachers would have him help write out the report cards for the whole class. Crafty even at a young age, Jack stole a few and, one year, wrote out a fake report card for himself so he could skip a grade.

His refuge was the newly built Seward Park public library, the place where Harry had first encountered Gussie. It had a beautiful roof garden, where Jack and the other smart neighborhood kids would gather at wooden tables and do their homework or simply read for pleasure. Jack would borrow books—fairy tales, Westerns, and the novels of James Fenimore Cooper—and devour them at home each night near the cast-iron stove in the kitchen, banging a big stick every now and then to keep the rats away. As in Harry’s tenement apartment, there was never enough food to eat and he never had a coat, just a sweater in winter. Jack and his three brothers shared a small cot, which was incentive enough to study, cheat, or do anything he needed to do to get out into the world on his own. To say he and Harry were self-made men was a gross understatement. They were survivors.

After dabbling in Socialism and studying at New York University, Jack got his accounting degree and landed a job with the ILGWU, managing the union’s strike fund, the money set aside for when and if its members walked off a job. Jack invested that money in the stock market, but after the Wall Street crash, the funds took a dive, and so did Jack. With very few clients, Jack wound up working for Harry.

With Jack at the helm, Harry expanded his distribution business. Jack explained that distribution was where the real profit was. For news vendors, the contact for the magazine was the distributor, who would visit the newsstands and take orders for the publisher. The distributor would then deliver the magazines and push for good placement, then collect on sales made. Depending on the distributor’s deal, they would take a certain cut of the profit, maybe slightly less than half. But newsstands paid the distributors directly for what was sold, so until all the unsold copies were returned and the distributor showed his hand, there was no way for the magazine to know how much money they were owed.

The covers of the returns were ripped off or a hole was punched in them. Those damaged copies would then be sent by the publisher overseas or to magazine dumps, who would sell them at a discount. In the gap time, a distributor could invest the money, lend it out, or simply hold on to it. Sometimes if you held on to it long enough, the magazine would go out of business, and then Harry and Jack could step in and take it over.

The yin to Harry’s yang, Jack Liebowitz was the tight-assed, detail-oriented numbers man to Harry’s rambling, backslapping, hotfoot-giving guy. Though he looked like a comic villain with his skinny mustache, Jack played by the rules that Harry often trampled: he avoided doing anything outright illegal, but morals and ethics were definitely off the table. The little boy with the doctored report card was still alive and well in Jack’s soul. If Jack even had a soul. He would one day become known as the Eraser by all the people he screwed over and made disappear—not through Mob hits, but through contracts and court cases. Jack was, like Harry, a goniff—Yiddish for a dishonest son of a bitch. Their coming together was like earth meeting sky, like Bergdorf meeting Goodman, Astaire meeting Rogers. Or Sundance meeting Butch. History—business, entertainment, and criminal—was about to be made.




CHAPTER 3 DAREDEVIL REPORTER

BERLIN, 1926
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BILLIE WILDER (RIGHT, hands in pockets) WITH PAUL WHITEMAN AND HIS BAND



BILLIE WILDER SAT AT A small round table at the Romanisches Café, a cavernous hangout for musicians, artists, and intellectuals at the start of the two-mile-long Kurfürstendamm, the Fifth Avenue of Berlin. Occasionally, the smell of the nearby zoo elephants wafted over to the café’s canopied outdoor tables or in through its Romanesque doorway. A tall, wiry redhead, Billie had recently moved to Berlin and liked the café because he could read all the newspapers—attached to long wooden sticks—for free. Close to fainting from hunger, Wilder used the change in his pockets to buy the cheapest meal on the menu, a soft-boiled egg, which the café served in an elegant, rounded coupe glass, a tall saltshaker placed beside it by a bow-tied, white-aproned waiter. The service and surroundings at the Romanisches made you feel like a prince, even if you were broke. And no one ever asked you to leave, no matter how long you loitered there.

The Romanisches had a long, vaulted arcade supported by tall marble columns stretching to its lofty ceiling. Coatracks were filled to tumbling with fedoras and fancy furs, moth-eaten cloaks, and overcoats. Both rich and poor, young and old, Jew and Aryan congregated here, arguing, writing, and reading, their newspapers spread like bedsheets before them. The chess players silently battled it out in the gallery above, while below sat the fashionable ladies in cloche hats over rebelliously short haircuts smoking their cigarettes. Already established artists sat in cliques, just tables away from the undiscovered, like Billie. Through the café windows Billie could glimpse the gargantuan Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church—built by the same architect who had designed the Romanisches. The church—a monument to imperial prewar Germany—loomed over everything, its spire rising like a sharp canine tooth, piercing the blue sky above it.

To Billie, Berlin was a revelation, its streets and cafés filled with smart-talking wiseasses like himself. Jews were not second-class citizens as they had been in his home in Vienna. Billie, a freelance reporter, had come to Berlin to make a name for himself in 1926, though he wasn’t sure exactly how to go about that or what his name should be. The city he found was filled with pastry shops, gourmet food shops, and restaurants, but Billie had no money to even pay rent. He slept in the railway stations, eventually renting a place on the Viktoria-Luise-Platz, a pretty park with a fountain that he unfortunately could not see from his tiny back room. The park had been named long ago for the daughter of the now-deposed kaiser.

After losing the Great War, to make up for the carnage they’d inflicted, Germany was ordered to pay billions in reparations to their French and English enemies as part of the Treaty of Versailles. The German economy was now in a tailspin, though the worst was yet to come. Families who would never have considered taking in boarders were now taking in several, breaking up once grand homes into small compartments. Billie’s room was next to the hall bathroom, whose running toilet he would pretend was a beautiful waterfall in order to fall asleep each night. Unable to afford heat, he would, in more than one freelance story, describe his fingers turning blue. He cut his cigarettes in half to ration them and bought wine from one of the only store owners who would give him credit—just so he could dump out the contents and get the deposits on the bottles. He’d pay his debt to the wine merchant when he finally made a score. If he ever made a score.

Though the city’s glamour had not rubbed off on Billie yet, he was thrilled just to be here, amid the colors and movement, the bright lights and nonstop life. The spark in the city’s air even had its own name—Berliner luft.

Billie’s mother, Eugenia, was from Neumark, Prussia—which later became Poland, thanks to Eastern Europe’s shifting borders. Eugenia was smart and more sophisticated than most people they knew, encouraging her son to want more out of life. She had spent five years in New York City when she was an adolescent, living with an uncle who owned a jewelry store on Madison Avenue on the Upper East Side.

Eugenia—known as Gitla to her friends and family—begged her mother, the owner of a small hotel in Poland, to let her stay in New York permanently. But she was forced to return home, where she married and had her own children. Though Eugenia named her second son Samuel after her dead father, her nickname for him came from the American rodeo showman Buffalo Bill Cody, whom she saw during his Wild West tour of New York City in the 1890s.

Eugenia never lost her passion for New York and would tell Billie stories about how wonderful America had been in the Gilded Age, not just Buffalo Bill and his cast of cowboys and Indians, but the gaslit streets and stately mansions of Manhattan, the tamed wilderness that was Central Park, and the cat’s cradle majesty of the Brooklyn Bridge. The neighborhood she had lived in was full of German-speaking Prussians like them, the streets dotted with bright bakeries selling strudel, and dark saloons pouring steins of lager.

Billie inherited her fascination with America and also her sharp sense of humor. Eugenia was a tough audience, so Billie knew New York must have been truly extraordinary to have wowed her.

Billie’s father, Max, opened and operated railroad station cafés, moving the family from the small town of Sucha Beskidzka in Galicia to Kraków and eventually to Vienna. But in Austria, Max was denied citizenship because he was a Jew. A dreamer who wasn’t sure exactly what to dream about, Max had high hopes for Billie. He wanted him to
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