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  To Masie Cochran



 

“You try to help your prisoners, then?”

“Certainly. Often a little help is all they need to get back on the road to straight living—sometimes help against others, but very often help against themselves. They come to me often at midnight, after I have gone to bed in my cell. At midnight a woman will tell almost anything if she finds one who is sympathetic to tell it to.”

—Miss Kopp, Naming Six Requisites for Detective, New York Evening Telegram, March 5, 1916
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ON THE MORNING OF HER ARREST, Edna Heustis awoke early and put her room in order. She occupied the smallest of Mrs. Turnbull’s furnished rooms, nothing more than an alcove under the eaves, with just enough space for a bed and a wash-stand. A row of iron hooks on the wall held the entirety of her wardrobe: two work uniforms, a Sunday dress, and a winter coat. The only decoration was a picture of a sailboat, furnished by Mrs. Turnbull, and for reading material her landlady had issued her a history of the Italian lakes, a guide to Egyptian art, and a general’s wife’s account of Army life on the western plains. Those sat on a hang-shelf, alongside an oil lamp—although Edna preferred to do her reading in the parlor, under the single electrical light offered for that purpose.

Absent from her possessions were any portraits of her family or mementos of home. She’d left in such a hurry that she hadn’t thought to bring any. She’d been inquiring at factories for weeks, and when the women’s superintendent at the DuPont powder works in Pompton Lakes agreed to hire her on, she dashed home, gathered up only that which she could carry, then slipped out the back door while her mother was occupied in the kitchen.

Edna might have been a quiet and serious girl, but she’d been raised among boys and had a fine sense of adventure about her. The war in Europe had reached its boiling point, and every American boy was eager to join the fight. If there was work to be done for the war, and women were allowed to do it, Edna was impatient to begin. She left the briefest of notes on the day she left: “Gone to work for France in Pompton Lakes. I have a place in a good house and you needn’t worry.”

It was true about the good house. Mrs. Turnbull only rented to girls from the powder works and maintained a strict policy about curfews and church attendance on Sundays. She was in many ways a tougher task-master than Edna’s mother had been, but Edna didn’t mind about that. She believed the regimen of living in a boarding-house to be similar to that of the Army, and liked to imagine that the daily making up of her room (tucking in the sheets, folding down the coverlet, stowing her bed-slippers and nightgown, arranging her brush and comb in an even row alongside the basin) might resemble, in some way, the orderliness of military camp life, of which her brothers were so eager to partake.

But France seemed very far away that morning as Edna stepped into her work dress, washed her face in the basin, and ran down the stairs for breakfast. In the cramped butler’s pantry that served as a dining room, Mrs. Turnbull had put out porridge and stewed apples. Edna sat, as she did every morning, in comfortable silence among the five other girls who roomed there: Delia, Winifred, Irma, Fannie, and Pearl. Their conversation ran along familiar lines:

First Delia said, “There’s a ladder in my stocking so far beyond mending that I might as well go bare.”

Then Fannie said, “Albert’s good for another pair.”

To which Irma replied, “Then it’s a shame she threw off Albert and went with those men from the Navy, who don’t need to supply a girl with stockings before she’ll go to a dance hall with them.”

Then Pearl said, “Delia, you didn’t go with all of them, did you?”

And Delia retorted, “You couldn’t expect me to choose one!”

This kind of talk had embarrassed Edna terribly the first time she heard it. Before she left home, she’d allowed a friend of her brothers’ to pay a little attention to her, but she could never imagine stolid and steadfast Dewey Barnes buying her a pair of stockings or taking her to a crowded and noisy dance hall and then letting her stumble home, as the girls at the boarding-house did, dazed by liquor and cigarettes, with a sort of swollen and bruised look about the lips that they wore like a badge until it faded.

It wasn’t that Edna disapproved of their feminine vanity, or their wild ways. She just couldn’t do what they did. She didn’t know how to make herself up and put herself on display. Dancing was a foreign language to her: she felt foolish trying to work out the Kangaroo Hop or the Peabody, and never could master Delia’s trick of kicking her heel back when she turned to make her skirt fly up. She practiced with them because they insisted, but more often than not she took the man’s part, maneuvering woodenly while the other girls practiced their flourishes.

Only once did she allow herself to be dragged along to a dance hall with them, and there she found herself entirely outmatched. Over the whirl of laughter and music, the other girls chatted gaily with any man who came into their orbit. They had a knack for making the sort of easy, meaningless chatter that would lead to a turn on the dance floor, then a sip from a bottle secreted away in a man’s pocket, a taste of his cigarette, and a kiss just outside the door, sheltered under a dark and discreet night sky.

But Edna hadn’t any idea where to begin, and wasn’t sure she wanted to. Every dance step, every smile, every laughing word exchanged with a man was like a piece of machinery that she didn’t know how to operate. Instead she held her friends’ purses, and went home at midnight with all of their keys, rattling them in every doorknob so that Mrs. Turnbull might hear the sound of all six girls returning home at once.

The others didn’t mind that Edna stayed home from the dances after that, and for her part, she’d grown accustomed to their ways. She was sitting placidly among them that morning, listening with some amusement but relieved, as always, that they didn’t expect her to join in.

“You remember Frank, don’t you? From the train station?” Delia whispered.

Pearl leaned in and said, “The one with the walking stick filled with whiskey?”

“Yes,” Delia said gleefully. “That one. He asked me to Atlantic City for the weekend. How am I going to get away? I’m all out of sisters with birthdays.”

“What about an elderly aunt in a state of decline?” Fannie offered.

“What about inviting me?” Irma complained.

“Oh, Frank would like that, but he’s to register us as man and wife, and who would you be?”

“I’ll be the sister with the birthday! Or the elderly aunt. Just take me along.”

They were all laughing at that when heavy footsteps stormed the porch and someone pounded the brass knocker hard enough to rattle their saucers. Every girl leapt up at once, flushed and guilty, as if they had, improbably, been overheard and caught. Mrs. Turnbull, having just come up from her lodgings in the basement, bustled past and admonished them to finish quickly and wash their own bowls.

But not a single girl moved, and not a single spoon clanked against a dish, as the door swung open and a policeman’s brusque voice demanded to see a Miss Edna Heustis, who was to be put under arrest on a charge of waywardness and taken without delay to the Hackensack jail.
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THE FEMALE POPULATION at the Hackensack jail consisted at that moment of a conniving fortune-teller who, among her more colorful aliases, insisted on being called Madame Fitzgerald; a practical nurse named Lottie Wallau, convicted in the overdose of her elderly patient; and Etta McLean, a stenographer who sold company secrets to her employer’s competitor and lived so conspicuously well off the proceeds that she was easily found out. They were housed alongside Josephine Knobloch, who had been arrested for rioting at the Garfield worsted mill (and could be released if she paid a six-dollar fine, but the strikers were united in their refusal to do so). On a cell block by herself sat an old Italian woman, Providencia Monafo, contentedly serving a sentence for murder. She’d aimed for her husband but shot her boarder instead, and thought it a distinct advantage to live for a time behind the jail’s protective stone walls, where Mr. Monafo couldn’t take revenge.

Constance Kopp, the deputy in charge of the female section, usually oversaw eight to ten inmates, but in the dark, cold days following Christmas, women—even criminally inclined women—simply weren’t out and about and were therefore less likely to be seen and arrested. It was true among the male population, too: there was always a drop in January and February, when the weather was simply too disagreeable to bother about stealing a horse or knifing a fellow drinker at a saloon.

It was, therefore, something of an occasion to receive a new inmate. Sheriff Heath announced it from the entrance to the female section. “There’s a girl downstairs. An officer brought her over from Paterson. He insisted on speaking to me —”

“They all do,” Constance put in.

“I told him that we have a deputy for the ladies and he must tell it to you,” the sheriff said.

“I hope she isn’t terribly old,” Etta called out as Constance turned to go. “We could use another hand in the laundry.” All of the inmates did chores, but Constance tended to save the light work for the older women—in this case, Madame Fitzgerald and Providencia Monafo—which left the younger ones to work the wringer and the steam press.

“I just want a fourth for bridge,” Lottie said. “Madame Fitzgerald cheats.”

“Don’t bring us any more strikers,” Etta added. “They’re so earnest.”

If this was intended to incite a response from Josephine, it didn’t. Constance agreed, privately, that strikers tended to be grimly single-minded and didn’t make particularly good company.

She locked the gate and followed the sheriff down the stairs. Once they were alone, he said, “The girl looks to be about as wayward as my left shoe, but I leave that for you to determine.”

“I wish it could be left to me.” It irked Constance to put a girl in jail who didn’t belong there, even temporarily.

As this was a conversation they’d had many times before, Sheriff Heath merely waved his hand in acknowledgment and went back to his office, leaving Constance to contend with the officer.

It came as something of a relief to Constance that she and the sheriff had developed their own shorthand, and that he so often seemed to know what she was thinking before she said it. She’d never had a proper job before, and hadn’t any idea what it would be like to take orders from anyone, much less a lawman. What if he’d had a temper, or an animosity toward the criminals under his roof, or merely lacked any concern for the welfare of his inmates—or his deputies? Surely such things happened in jailhouses around the country.

But Sheriff Heath was an even-tempered and fair-minded man who seemed to have run for office for all the right reasons. He campaigned for better treatment for his inmates and believed that by directing charity and education to the poor, crime could be eradicated. Although his office put a tremendous burden upon him—inmates had died in his arms, murderers had gone free, and he was often the first to the scene of every form of human suffering imaginable—he managed to maintain his dignity.

And—she wouldn’t hesitate to admit it—she admired the fact that he’d seen something in her that no one else had. He saw that she was strong-willed, with a keen sense of justice and a sharp eye, and that she knew how to put her size to an advantage. A lack of physical strength had long been an argument against hiring women officers, but Constance had plenty of that and wasn’t afraid to use it. Sheriff Heath recognized in her the qualities that make a good deputy sheriff, regardless of sex, and offered her a job on that basis. For that she’d owe him a lifelong debt.

Constance had expected her work for the sheriff to land her in the middle of feminine versions of the same sorts of cases the men handled: thieves and pickpockets, drunkards, brawlers, and the occasional murderess or arsonist. There was nothing stopping her from going after a male criminal, either, and she had, whenever it was called for. She was taller than most of the men she tackled, and heavier than some. Furthermore, it didn’t hurt that Constance had a certain recklessness about her when it came to physical confrontation: she’d been known to hurl herself down a city street and leap on top of a fleeing suspect, with no consideration to the unyielding pavement that would rise to meet them. This habit had left her with a broken rib and more than a few nasty bruises and sprains, but it had also earned her Sheriff Heath’s respect, and that meant more to her than a bloodied kneecap.

But lately, there’d been less rough-and-tumble and more moralizing. This bothered her, as jail was rarely the best place for a girl gone wrong. The steady uptick in morality cases coming before her was one of the more troublesome aspects of her position as deputy sheriff and jail matron. In the last few months she’d seen a parade of girls brought in under charges of waywardness or incorrigibility: Rosa Gorgio, reported by her own father for keeping late hours with men; Mabel Merritt, caught following a man out of a drugstore; and Daisy Sadler, arrested at Palisades Park for indecent dress.

These girls tended to linger in jail for weeks, awaiting trials for which they had neither preparation nor adequate defense. Often their parents were the ones to accuse them. It was not uncommon to see mothers testifying against daughters, and fathers standing up in court and begging judges to take their unruly girls away. It had become all too easy for parents to turn to the courts when their daughters grew too willful and headstrong for them to manage.

Some of the accused served their sentences there at the Hackensack jail, and others went off to the state prison, but she couldn’t think of a single one who’d been found innocent of the charges and released. Young women were being locked up for months, and possibly years, over offenses that amounted to little more than leaving their parents’ home without permission, or carrying on with an unsuitable man.

Constance couldn’t help but notice that the unsuitable men were never arrested for their part in the crime.

And now here was Edna Heustis, huddled in the corner of a bare, windowless interviewing room on the jail’s ground floor. She was wrapped in a floppy quilted coat entirely unsuited to the weather (thrust upon her by one of the other girls as the officer strong-armed her onto Mrs. Turnbull’s porch), and wore no hat. Her hair rested in black ringlets about a pale and heart-shaped face that would have seemed listless but for something sharp in her eyes and a determined set to her pointed chin. She looked to be about the age of the youngest Kopp, Fleurette, although there was no trace of Fleurette’s vanity about her. By the way she held herself, she gave the impression that she was accustomed to hard work, to which Fleurette, Constance would readily admit, was not.

Officer Randolph of the Paterson police force was sitting heavily in the room’s only chair, resting his meaty forearms across a little table that held the ledger-book. This was where the deputies registered every inmate brought to them.

“The chair is for the deputy in charge,” Constance said crisply, when he did not rise. This earned the slightest hint of a smile from Edna, and a groan from the officer as he staggered to his feet and pulled the chair out in an exaggerated gesture of chivalry.

“We picked her up at a boarding-house out in Pompton Lakes,” the officer said when Constance was settled. He turned his head so Edna Heustis wouldn’t see, then hoisted an eyebrow to underscore the menace to young girls found in such places. His skin hung in loose folds under his eyes and beneath his chin, bringing to mind an old hunting dog that still enjoyed the chase.

Constance wished very much to explain to him that a girl renting a furnished room was not immediately a cause for suspicion, but she knew that if she started down that line, he’d be likely to walk out without finishing his recitation of the facts, and she’d be left with an inmate whose case would be all the more difficult to unravel. The act of holding her tongue was a sort of tactfulness that did not come naturally to her.

“For what crime was she arrested?” was the question Constance settled upon. She allowed her hand to levitate over the column in the ledger-book where this particular bit of history was to be recorded.

“Her mother came in after Christmas to make a charge of waywardness. We only just now had reason to be in Pompton Lakes, and thought why not pick this one up if she’s still there.”

Edna pressed her lips together in a frown at the word waywardness, or perhaps it was the word mother. Constance knew that particular strain of defiance; she’d practiced it herself at a younger age. She nonetheless tried to sound strict with Edna when she said, “What were you doing by yourself at a boarding-house?”

Edna squared her shoulders and looked directly at Constance, her hands clasped in front of her the way a schoolgirl addresses her teacher. “Working, ma’am. I found a place for myself at the DuPont powder works.”

Well, of course she had, Constance thought but did not say. What else did Officer Randolph think she’d been doing there?

“And how old are you? Tell the truth, or we’ll find out easily enough.”

“I passed my eighteenth birthday just before Christmas.”

“There’s no law against a girl of eighteen finding work and a place for herself.” Constance leaned back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest the way Sheriff Heath did when he made a pronouncement on a legal matter. “Why would your mother report you as wayward?”

Officer Randolph shifted and sighed, tugging at his belt as if adjustments would have to be made if he were to stand there much longer. “Wouldn’t this be a matter for the judge?” he put in. “Or the sheriff?” He pushed open the door and looked with faint hope down the corridor, but no sheriff appeared.

Constance’s sense of restraint abandoned her. She wiped her pen and said, “Officer, you’ve brought me a girl who has not, to my knowledge, committed any crime, nor has she any connection to Bergen County that I can see. She lives and works in Passaic County—at least, I hope she still works there. Dear, does anyone at the factory know where you’ve gone?”

Miss Heustis sniffed—although this might have been more for show, as she had already sensed in Constance a co-conspirator and felt she had a role to play—and said, “I asked to write a note for the girls’ superintendent, but the officer said it wasn’t allowed.”

Officer Randolph tried to protest, but Constance interrupted him. “That’s fine. I’ll see to it myself. I take it your mother lives here in Bergen County, which is why you’ve been brought to me?”

Edna nodded. “Down in Edgewater.”

At last Constance discovered the most tenuous of reasons for a law-abiding young woman to be carried against her will to the Bergen County Sheriff’s Department. She made a note of it in the ledger-book, alongside Edna’s name, her birthday, and the charges against her.

Suspected waywardness, she wrote, underlining the first word. Although anyone placed under arrest is, at first, only suspected of the crime, she felt the need to put an emphasis upon it.

Once her particulars had been recorded, Constance stood and took Edna by the arm. “Thank you, Officer. I’m sure you’re eager to get back to Paterson.”

“I—yes, ma’am, thank you.” He looked briefly in the direction of the jail kitchen before he left. On gray and miserable days like this one, officers liked to linger around the jail, accepting a deputy’s offer of a cup of coffee and a little conversation before going back out on patrol. But Constance thought they’d had about as much of each other’s company as they could stand and sent him on his way.

“I don’t like the looks of this,” Constance said when he was gone. “Did Officer Randolph ask your landlady about you before he took you away?”

“No, ma’am.”

“And what about your employer? Did it seem to you that he’d stopped first at the powder works to make any inquiries about you?”

“He didn’t, ma’am. He didn’t know where I worked.”

Constance took a step back and looked her over. “Tell me something. Is there any truth to your mother’s accusation? Have you been staying out late at dance halls and movie palaces, or going around with a different man every night? Have you done anything at all that would give the judge cause to lay a charge of waywardness against you?”

Edna gave an embarrassed little smile, thinking of Delia and the others, and shook her head. “No, ma’am. Mrs. Turnbull will tell you. The other girls will, too. I’m the dullest one in the house.”

“You’re not dull,” Constance said. “You only wanted to work, and to pay your own way. Is that right?”

Edna nodded. She seemed to Constance to be a modest and serious girl who wouldn’t know what to do inside a dance hall.

“My mother doesn’t think I should be allowed to go away on my own,” Edna said, “but I never knew she went to the police over it.”

“Your mother isn’t the one to decide,” Constance assured her. Constance’s own mother had tried to keep her from working, but that was before there were lady telephone operators and women reporters, much less female deputy sheriffs. It was a different age now. Parents had even less cause to try to keep their daughters from doing as they pleased.

What she didn’t want to tell Edna was this: A judge will decide. And the judge won’t be shown the facts, because no one will bother to go and gather them.

This was precisely the problem. The prosecutor’s office was in charge of proving that a crime had taken place, and that the arrest was proper. For evidence they would present Edna’s mother, who would say whatever mothers said when they wished to complain about their daughters.

But who would put up a defense for Edna? She couldn’t afford an attorney. The prosecutor wouldn’t bother to disprove the charges. In fact, the prosecutor’s office seemed to be growing ever more fond of these cases, and liked to see them written up for the papers. It showed that they were doing something about immorality and vice.

The fact that the charges had no merit mattered little to anyone —except the girl accused.

That’s why Constance made a rather rash promise, one that she had no authority to make and no means to carry out. “Edna, I believe I’ll go myself to speak to your landlady and to the superintendent at the factory. The judge will listen to what I have to say about it.”

Constance had a very definitive way of speaking and tended to state a thing as fact even if she wasn’t entirely sure about it. Her job demanded this sort of bravado: one could never hesitate in front of an inmate. As far as she knew, she had no authority to intervene in a criminal charge or address the judge on an inmate’s behalf. But something had to be done for the girl, and she was impatient to do it herself.

“Leave it to me,” she told Edna, “and try not to worry over it.”

“I’m not worried,” Edna said. In truth, she wasn’t. Upon passing into the custody of Deputy Kopp, Edna felt a great good fortune come over her. She’d never seen such a formidable-looking woman, ​and she knew that any woman who took on such unusual work would surely be sympathetic to Edna’s case.

In fact, she wondered if Deputy Kopp had considered war-work herself and thought she might like to ask her about it. Here was a woman who wore a revolver as easily as a string of pearls, commanded a powerful voice that could bark out an order, and possessed the disposition to go along with it. With a name like Kopp, she might well be German, but Edna suspected that her loyalties resided in New Jersey and not with the Kaiser.

She was about to burst forth with all of this when Constance said, “Now, Edna, I’m going to put you in a quiet and clean cell and bring you something hot for lunch. I’ll go out to Pompton Lakes this afternoon. This entire mess will make a good story that you can tell your friends when I take you home tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow! You don’t mean that I’m to spend a night in jail?” A note of panic rose in Edna’s voice. She planted her feet and refused to take another step unless she was towed, which Constance could have done but didn’t.

Edna had never even spoken to a police officer, much less been arrested by one. She couldn’t say with any certainty that she’d so much as seen the county jail before today. How was she to survive a night behind bars, surrounded by vagabonds, drunks, and criminals?

Constance bent down awkwardly to look Edna in the eye. The girl’s lips were starting to waver and she looked as though she might cry.

“Listen to me. I’m your friend in this. I’m going to get you settled, and then I’ll go right to work on setting you free. There’s no law against having a job and living on your own.”

“The officer didn’t seem to know that.” Now the tears did come, in a rush of dread and shame.

“But the judge will. I’ll see to it. I’m going to speak to the sheriff right now, and he’ll be on your side, too. You can’t lose, can you, with the two of us in your corner?”

Edna didn’t know a thing about the sheriff, but what choice did she have? “I suppose not.”

With that, Edna went along trustingly to her jail cell, and Constance went to tell Sheriff Heath that she had just decided upon a series of improvements to the way criminal justice was carried out in Bergen County.
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IT WAS NOT UNUSUAL for Sheriff Heath to be rousted out of bed in the middle of the night over a train accident, a country house robbery, or some other calamity. He rarely enjoyed anything like a full night’s sleep, and he carried eggplant-hued shadows under his eyes to prove it. He spent mornings in his office, reading the mail and attending to business, which is where Constance found him after she settled Edna in her cell.

His office was a plain room with nothing adorning the wall but a fire insurance calendar. There was a glass-fronted bookcase, a desk for him, and an oak table that was always piled with inmate records, correspondence, and case files. Across from his desk sat two battered old chairs for visitors. On the other side of the room was a little blue-tiled fireplace that he kept kindled all winter long, making it easily the most hospitable place in the jail.

She walked in and went to stand in front of the fire, intending to launch immediately into the subject of Edna Heustis’s future, but she was derailed over a newspaper story.

“I’ve just had a look at Miss Hart’s latest,” he said, rustling the paper in her direction. “She paints quite a picture of Hackensack’s girl sheriff.”

“Wasn’t that the idea?”

Carrie Hart was a New York City reporter who’d helped her with a case the year before. She was tired of writing about society luncheons and had persuaded her editor that a profile of New Jersey’s first lady deputy would be of interest to readers.

Sheriff Heath had allowed it, thinking that a story about the unfortunate women who came into the jail, and the ways that a female deputy could advise them, would win support for his ideas of rehabilitation and reform. His detractors believed that jail should be a grim and miserable experience, thus deterring criminals from doing the sorts of things that might land them there. The sheriff had to fight for decent hygiene, wholesome food, and simple medical care for his inmates. He was even criticized for offering them improving books to read and church services on Sunday. To persuade the public, he was willing to let a reporter into the jail.

Constance had agreed to the interview although she disliked the way the papers talked about her. Every newspaper in the country had a women’s page in need of comedic and dramatic filler, which meant that a story about a cop in a dress might circulate for months all over the country, always with creative alterations from enterprising copyeditors, until she hardly recognized herself in the headlines.

Owing to the flurry of stories about her last case, in which she wrestled with an escaped fugitive on the subway steps in Brooklyn, Constance was subjected to a barrage of letters from lonely men and enterprising employers. She’d had a marriage proposal from a doctor in Cuba, an offer of a job as a factory foreman in Chicago, and a set of keys to a jail in El Paso if only she’d consent to come out West and run it.

Her sister Norma took great pride in answering those letters. She spent hours composing sharp-tongued retorts and reading them aloud. Under her pen, the rejection of impertinent propositions had been elevated to an art form.

Constance had a feeling that this story would only bring more letters her way. The sheriff held up the paper to show her the headline, then cleared his throat and read aloud.

 



  Girl Sheriff, a Real Lecoq, Detects Crime in a Novel Way


 

“A woman should have the right to do any sort of work she wants to, provided she can do it.”

Miss Constance A. Kopp, Under Sheriff of Bergen County, N.J., took a reporter back into the women’s ward of the county jail at Hackensack, carefully locking the door, and into one of the light and airy cells before she would talk. And Miss Kopp works: she was busy when the reporter arrived at the appointed hour. It was an hour later before the Under Sheriff could stop long enough for an interview.

“Some women prefer to stay at home and take care of the house,” she continued. “Let them. There are plenty who like that kind of work enough to do it. Others want something to do that will take them out among people and affairs. I always wanted to do things from my early girlhood years.”



 

Sheriff Heath put the paper down. “Was this to be a story about jobs for women, or about our inmates?”

“The inmates, of course,” Constance said. “But she had to paint a picture for the reader. She warned me about that.”

“No one warned me,” he said, reading on. “She says that you took her around, introduced her to the inmates . . . Ah, now she gets to it.”

 

“The inmates are free to come see me at any time,” said Miss Kopp. “Besides being out on active work in connection with the duties which fall upon Sheriff Heath, I am matron of the prison. I am always friendly with the women. That is the way to win their confidence. In the end they always tell me the truth. They have learned that this is the only way I can help them.”

“You try to help your prisoners, then?”

“Certainly. Often a little help is all they need to get back on the road to straight living—sometimes help against others, but very often help against themselves. They come to me often at midnight, after I have gone to bed in my cell. At midnight a woman will tell almost anything if she finds one who is sympathetic to tell it to.”



 

“That’s exactly why you hired a matron, so don’t complain about it,” Constance put in.

“Oh, but there’s more to it. And you haven’t seen the pictures.”

“Pictures? You know I didn’t agree to —”

He held it out to her. A sketch artist had drawn a slimmer and more fashionable version of Constance in two scenes: comforting a crying girl, and wrestling a fugitive.

“I never saw an illustrator, and he obviously never saw me,” she said.

He read down a few more lines and said, “It says here that Miss Kopp has no desire to give up her work for matrimony, in spite of the proposals that have come to her from the newspaper publicity which her office has given her. She wants an active life.”

“If only that were enough to put a stop to the proposals.”

“Refusing to speak to reporters would put a stop to them,” the sheriff said.

“You asked for the interview!”

“I wanted a story about our good works.”

“Is that all of it?”

“I didn’t read the part where she wrote about your fetching appearance,” he said.

Constance groaned. “You might as well.”

He cleared his throat and read, “‘Miss Kopp is a young woman of abounding energy. She is large of build but . . .’” He faltered, and couldn’t look at her. She snatched the paper away from him and read, to her utter dread:

 


. . . large of build but well-formed, and carries off her size regally, as the novelists would say. Her eyes are the velvety brown shade which matches her hair in color, again giving the novelist a chance for a page of descriptive matter.



 

She threw it back at him. “I can’t believe Carrie wrote that.”

He took the paper up again. “You haven’t seen the list of ‘Miss Kopp’s Ideas on Detection of Crime.’ Are you planning to write a book? This looks like a table of contents.”

“What are my ideas?”

He leaned over it and said, “‘The requisites for a woman who wants to do police work are determination, fearlessness, persistency, sympathy, love of work, and the ability to throw one’s self into the lives and feelings of the prisoners.’”

“You must admit it’s a fine list.”

He turned to yet a third page and scanned the last few paragraphs, which were tucked at the bottom corner below an advertisement for rubber gloves. “Why, here’s the bit about reform, at the very end, after everyone has stopped reading.”

 

Much has been said during the last few years about prison reform and making such institutions reformatory rather than punitive, but none of them has worked out a more comprehensive scheme than the one devised and followed by Miss Kopp. Fortunately, she is supported by a progressive sheriff, Robert N. Heath, who has been a close student of modern prison management since he was appointed under sheriff five years ago and despite opposition, he has helped to work out these plans.



 

Now he looked up at her in utter despair. “I wasn’t aware that I was the one who helped you with a prison reform program.”

“You know I never said that.”

He sighed and ran a hand across his forehead. “I think we’d best put a stop to these stories. They write anything they please and we never have a chance to answer to it.”

“It’s fine with me,” she said. “I never wanted to be singled out like this. It doesn’t sit well with the other deputies. None of them have their pictures in the paper every time they catch a man. And not a one of them has to answer to the kind of correspondence I do.”

“Then don’t answer it, if you don’t like it,” the sheriff said.

“Oh, it keeps Norma occupied.”

“There’s a bit here about your salary, too.”

The question of her salary had come up recently at a meeting of the Board of Freeholders. There was nothing unusual about the sheriff being raked over the coals regarding his expenses, but this was the first time they’d thought to scrutinize the cost of hiring a lady. She was paid a thousand dollars a year, the same as every other deputy. Although Constance hadn’t attended the meeting, she’d heard plenty about it since then. Suddenly everyone in town had an opinion about her wages.

“Go ahead,” Constance said, miserably.

“She’s quoting me. At least it resembles what I actually said.”

 

“This office is a business office, conducted on business principles. We needed a matron to look after the women prisoners, to take the insane to Morris Plains, and for other duties. There are many cases in which a woman can succeed in trapping a criminal where a man can’t. It is therefore a part of the business efficiency of the office to have a woman under sheriff, and I offered the position to Miss Kopp because of the splendid work she has accomplished in that line.”



 

“I don’t suppose my splendid work persuades the Freeholders,” said Constance.

“Nothing ever does, but don’t bother yourself over it. I hear more complaints every day about the girl troubles in this county. I can’t do a thing about it unless I have a lady deputy.”

Constance saw her opportunity at last. “Which is why we need to talk about the girl who came in this morning. You were right. She doesn’t belong in jail. But what am I to do about it?”

Constance knew exactly what she was going to do, but thought it best to give the sheriff a chance to suggest it first.

“Most of these constables are volunteers. They get almost no training in the law,” Sheriff Heath said. “It isn’t just the girls. They’ll arrest a man simply because he speaks no English and looks suspicious.”

“What do you do about that?”

“Oh, I turn them loose. I’m not putting a man in jail just because he’s Polish.”

Turn them loose? Constance was shocked by how casually he said it. It had never occurred to her that she could simply walk a girl outside and set her free after an officer brought her in. In fact, she was entirely certain that she could not. This was obviously a privilege reserved only for the sheriff.

“Then what about my girls? Some of them are arrested just because they happen to be female and look suspicious.”

Sheriff Heath leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed, in the posture of a professor considering a question of philosophy. “How can you be sure there’s no cause?”

She didn’t bother to point out that he had no way of knowing for certain what the suspicious-looking Pole had been up to, either. Instead she said, “I know you don’t like to go against the police officers, but what if I went around and did a bit of investigating to see if there’s any merit to the charges? So many of these cases should be dismissed without ever going to trial, but there’s no one in a position to say so. Wouldn’t it save an awful lot of time and trouble if some of these girls could simply be released under my supervision?”

The steam-pipe shuddered in the corner and the sheriff leaned over to knock it, a useless procedure that nonetheless allowed him to feel that he had the upper hand. “They’re doing something like that in California. A girls’ delinquency court.”

“There’s no need to be as formal as all that,” she hastened to say, knowing that a new court would take years to bring about. “Just give me a chance to look into the charges and go before the judge. Wouldn’t they like to save the taxpayers the expense of locking a girl away in a state home?”

“They might. But the prosecutor won’t like anyone meddling in his morality cases.”

“The prosecutor doesn’t like anything I do. But if he insists on putting innocent girls behind bars, I might have to call a reporter I know.” Constance’s feud with the prosecutor’s office went back more than a year, when Detective John Courter failed to do anything about a man who was harassing her family. She went to the papers and shamed him publicly over it. They’d done little but hiss and spit at each other since.

“Let’s try to stay out of the papers for a week or two,” Sheriff Heath said. “But go on up to Pompton Lakes and see what you can do about that girl. Morris can drive you.”
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IT WAS AN INCONVENIENCE to Constance that she didn’t know how to run a motor car, but having grown up in an era of slow-moving carriages and horse-drawn trolleys, she didn’t believe herself to be suited to it. Very few roads were adapted to the needs of machines and, as a result, they’d become so rutted and pitted that they tended to fill with water in the summer and snow in the winter, turning common by-ways into creeks and gullies. The drivers of automobiles were forever having to go round up a few strong men and a horse to disentomb their machines from the mud. And the autos required constant attention: it was not at all unusual for the sheriff himself to have to stop his wagon and tend to a pulley, a crank-shaft, or some other errant bit of metal and rubber.

As she preferred not to be made a fool of by an unruly machine, she left the driving to the other deputies and made do with trolleys, trains, and the sheriff’s wagon when someone else was driving it, as was the case that afternoon, when Deputy Morris was at the wheel.

He was, at that moment, Hackensack’s longest-serving deputy. He’d been at his post well before Sheriff Heath was elected sheriff deputy and had served a distinguished line of sheriffs of both political parties over the years. Morris was one of the deputies who’d been stationed to guard the Kopp sisters’ house when they were being harassed by a wealthy factory owner. He’d become a friend of the family as well as a trusted colleague.

“It wasn’t much of a town before the powder works opened,” Morris said as they rolled past the train depot in Pompton Lakes. “Now they’ve got rooming houses and a new school, and a carnival in the summer. Lots of girls working here.”

It did have the look of a formerly shabby town that had been spruced up: the roads had gone from dirt to macadam, electric lighting-wires were strung along the main street, and the druggist advertised fine soap and toilet articles.

“I wouldn’t think they’d hire so many girls to make gunpowder,” Constance said.

“They put them on the fuse line,” he said. “It’s textile work, really. No different from the mills.”

They stopped first at Edna Heustis’s boarding-house, which was neat and freshly painted and bore a hand-lettered sign advertising no vacancies. The landlady who answered their ring was exactly the sort of character Constance expected: a stout, gray-haired woman who wore a striped house dress and answered the door with a rag duster in hand.

“Which one are you after?” she asked wearily, when she saw their uniforms.

Constance started to explain their business, but the landlady interrupted. “Edna Heustis does fine. She pays her rent on time and she don’t cause no trouble. I keep a curfew and I turn a girl out if she comes in late even once. I won’t have it. But Edna never goes out in the evenings. I keep an electrical lamp in the sitting room and she’s down here almost every night with some old book. Go and find a bank robber to arrest, that’s what I told the policeman. There’s no trouble with my girls.”

It seemed to Constance as though she’d delivered that lecture before. “Thank you, Mrs. —”

“Or you can come inside and help with the dusting, if you intend to be here all day. It’s Turnbull.”

“We don’t intend to be here all day, Mrs. Turnbull,” Constance said quickly. “If I may just take a peek into her room, I’ll file my report and we’ll have Miss Heustis back to you right away.”

She sighed and waved her duster at Deputy Morris. “He stays outside. No gentlemen. Rules of the house.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Deputy Morris said, and sank down on a wooden bench on the porch with evident relief. It was colder in Pompton Lakes than it had been back in Hackensack, but he seemed to prefer the weather to another scolding from Mrs. Turnbull.

She handed Constance a passkey and sent her up the carpeted stairs to Edna’s room, which was one of four on the second floor. Constance inspected everything closely, but saw only the trappings of an ordinary, well-run boarding-house: a handwritten bathing schedule posted on the bathroom door (Edna had Monday, Wednesday, and Saturday nights), a coat-rack with an oval mirror, and a mop hanging out of an open window at the end of the hall to dry.

Edna occupied a tiny room under the eaves. Constance found it to be neatly kept and entirely unremarkable. She felt under the girl’s pillow, reached into the pockets of the dress hanging on a peg, and paged through the books on the shelf. Seeing nothing of a suspicious nature, she went downstairs and thanked Mrs. Turnbull.

“I’ll hold the room until the end of the week,” the landlady said.

“Please do.”

Deputy Morris’s chin had dropped into his collar. Constance closed the door a bit too loudly and he jumped.

“This arrest was nonsense. We’ll stop at the factory, and then Edna Heustis is going home,” Constance said.

“And I can go home,” Morris said. “Sheriff’s had me on guard duty three nights in a row. We have a weeper on the third floor. Kept all of us awake.”

“He’ll settle down.” It was well known to all the deputies that only the men sobbed loudly enough to be heard all over the jail. Women inmates tended to be practiced in the art of crying themselves silently to sleep. But a man on his first night behind bars, overcome by shame and remorse, was guaranteed to keep everyone awake.

They arrived at the powder works plant in the middle of the afternoon shift. The factory itself was surrounded by several long brick buildings, each one newer and larger than the last. One was under construction at that very moment, and men were running back and forth with wheelbarrows full of cement and lumber. Smoke stacks discharged black billows into the sky. From every building came the rattle and clank of machinery. There were hundreds of workers in their broadcloth uniforms, running push-carts along tracks from one building to the next. It was like a miniature city, entirely devoted to the manufacture of ammunition for the war.

Constance found Mrs. Schaefer, the girls’ superintendent, in a low-slung office building on the other side of the dining hall. She was a tall, wiry woman of about fifty, with a beaky nose and a thin mouth that was naturally inclined to turn down. She nodded briskly when she saw Constance and seemed to guess at the purpose of her visit. “Edna Heustis? She’s a good worker, but we can’t have our girls getting hauled away by the police.”

“I wasn’t sure if you knew,” Constance said. “She asked the officer to be allowed to send a note, but there wasn’t time.”

“Oh, I knew. The girls in the fuse room were gossiping about it all day. What’s she done?”

“Nothing, as far as I can tell. I believe it to have been a simple misunderstanding with her mother. The police never should have been involved. I intend to speak to the judge myself. Please just hold a place for her. She seems to me to be of good character and a hard worker.”

“She is,” Mrs. Schaefer said, “but the machines don’t run themselves and her place is sitting empty.”

“She’ll be back,” Constance promised, and very much hoped that she was right.
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“PRETTY, VIVACIOUS, & VERSATILE” read the bills posted all over Paterson. “May Ward and Her Eight Dresden Dolls—The Most Elaborate Girl Act in Vaudeville, Employing Beautiful Costumes and Special Scenery—Open Auditions February 15. Public Invited.”

Fleurette pasted a copy of the hand-bill on the front door so that Constance wouldn’t miss it when she walked in. She believed it would bolster her cause to create a sense of occasion, and for that reason had chosen a blue nautical dress with a clever sailor’s collar that she hoped would inspire in Constance the idea of a voyage—one that neither Constance nor her other sister, Norma, would be invited to join.

The possibility that an actress of May Ward’s caliber would come to Paterson personally to hold auditions was so precisely the sort of thing Fleurette dreamed of that she could not, at first, believe that it had actually happened. The news had been delivered by Mrs. Ward’s husband and stage manager, Freeman Bernstein, who presented himself at her dancing class the previous Wednesday to make the announcement.

“Girls, I bet you’ve always wanted to go on the stage!” he called out, smacking his hands together as he took long strides across the dance studio. “Will your mothers agree to it? If you’re under eighteen, we’ll have to have their permission. Mrs. Ward intends to give every last one of you her most thoughtful consideration, and we don’t want her to waste her efforts on girls whose mothers aren’t prepared to say their good-byes the very next week.”

The very next week! Fleurette suddenly considered her age—a few months past her eighteenth birthday—to be a sort of golden ticket that would win her admittance to a realm that she’d only ever inhabited in her feverish imagination: one centered around the theater, carpeted hotel rooms, high-ceilinged restaurants, rumbling black automobiles, and fancy shops, all so far away from the New Jersey countryside that the lowing of the dairy cows and the stench of the chicken coop would never again find her.

If permission had been required, Fleurette would’ve had no alternative but to forge a signature and hope for the best, a scheme already underway for more than half of her class-mates. It had taken a good deal of wheedling and pleading to simply persuade her (staid, antediluvian) sisters to allow her to attend Mrs. Hansen’s Academy in the first place, and another delicate negotiation, a few months later, to win the freedom to take employment as the school seamstress, thus allowing her to earn her own tuition and buy the odd bit of ribbon and silk. That much her sisters could tolerate. But leaving home to join a vaudeville troupe was, as Norma would have said, not at all on the Kopp family program.

It was fortunate, then, that Fleurette didn’t need their permission. She required only their money, and this was much simpler to come by, as Constance was the one who earned it, and was favorably disposed toward slipping it to her if she presented her case properly. There was a small fee to enter the audition, and, once that was secured, something extra for the expense of costumes and stage decorations. She knew better than to ask for all of it at once. Today her ambition was fixed, modestly and singularly, on the price of admission.

Thus the hand-bill posted to the door, and the pretty blue dress, and the apple jumbles timed to come out of the oven as soon as Constance walked in. Her plan went off perfectly: she was in the kitchen letting fly a dusting of cinnamon sugar across the top just as the front door opened and her sister called hello.

Constance was still standing in the doorway, reading the notice, when Fleurette skittered across the room and helped her off with her coat.

“Can’t you just see me as a Dresden Doll?” She put an arm around Constance’s waist as she said it, and looked up at her with an expression that she hoped Constance found beguiling.

“I generally try not to,” Constance said quite truthfully, “and I’ve never heard of a Broadway actress coming all the way to Paterson to hold auditions. Has New York run out of singers and dancers?”

Norma—who had until that moment been ignoring Fleurette’s preparations for Constance’s arrival by pretending to be fixed on the household ledger-book (which she had recently seized control of, after Constance neglected it too long)—came up behind them and supplied the answer before Fleurette could.

“It’s not a legitimate audition. It’s a con, and Fleurette would’ve been lured right in. May Ward proposes to charge these girls five dollars apiece for the privilege of standing on the stage and singing a song in her presence. In return, none of them are chosen and all they take home is an autographed picture that can’t cost more than fifty cents to print. The public is invited, just as the bill says, as long as they buy tickets, which the bill fails to mention. It’s a way to make money in the theater without actually going up on stage and doing anything. Close that door before the fire goes out.”

There was a rather frigid northeastern wind blowing into the foyer, bringing with it a few spiny burrs from the sweet gum tree that overhung the barn. Constance shut the door against the onslaught and unpinned her hat. Fleurette tried to take it from her. “Let me do something with this old thing,” she said. “I could at least have it blocked and put on a new ribbon.”

“Don’t.” Constance liked her hat exactly the way it was and always resisted Fleurette’s efforts to improve it. She hung it on the very top of the hat-rack, where Fleurette couldn’t reach it. “I’ve never heard of having to pay a fee to audition. Does Mrs. Hansen know about this?”

“Of course she does,” Fleurette said. “May Ward’s husband came to class himself to invite us. He’s her manager.”

“I should’ve known there was a Mr. Ward behind this,” Norma said.

“His name is Freeman Bernstein,” Fleurette said, sounding terribly modern. “He and Mrs. Ward live right here in Bergen County, down in Leonia near the moving picture studios.”

“Freeman Bernstein.” Norma said the name as if she was auditioning it. “He sounds like one of those Broadway theater hucksters. When he’s not running this scheme for his wife, he’s probably down at the Grand Central Station selling tickets to Central Park to the out-of-towners. Mrs. Hansen ought not to have let him through the door. I’ll write her a note and tell her so.”

“She doesn’t read your notes,” Fleurette said.

Constance, already weary of this talk, sank onto the creaking old divan, whose stuffing had long ago surrendered to her form. Norma took up her spot in a leather armchair to which the years had similarly not been kind. Fleurette rushed into the kitchen and returned with the apple jumbles and a pot of tea that she’d been keeping warm on the stove.

Constance was being worked over, and she knew it. The truth—the hushed-up, never-mentioned truth—was that in Fleurette she had not a pretty and spoiled younger sister, but a pretty and spoiled daughter, the result of a long-ago liaison with a salesman. By unanimous family concurrence, Fleurette would never be told. As far as anyone knew, she hadn’t ever suspected. The three of them lived together easily enough as sisters despite the difference in their ages. As often happened in such families, Constance and Norma had settled—sometimes awkwardly—into the roles of older sisters rather than mother and aunt, and had grown practiced at playing them.

“Did you arrest anyone today?” Fleurette asked kindly, while she poured the tea.

“No, but I tried to set a girl free,” Constance said. “All she wanted was to go to work, but her mother filed a charge of waywardness and the police took her to jail. Can you imagine that?”

Fleurette shook her head. She wore her hair in dark, loose curls that floated around when she moved. “Do you suppose that if our mother were alive, she would report me to the police for going to work?”

Constance reached over to smooth a lock of hair away from Fleurette’s forehead and said, “I doubt it, but only because she was terrified of the police. But she would’ve found some other way to put a stop to it. She always did.”

“Now you’re the police, and you’re the one to tell mothers that their daughters have a right to go to work,” Fleurette said happily. She thought it extraordinarily supportive of her cause to have such a statement
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