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To Nicole Angeloro





“Miss Kopp is the best police officer and detective in the State of New Jersey. She does not know the meaning of fear and with her bravery she also uses brains.”


—Sheriff Heath, quoted in the New York Herald, April 11, 1916



1

on the day I took Anna Kayser to the insane asylum, I was first obliged to catch a thief.

I say “obliged” as if it were a hardship, but in fact I enjoy a good chase. A man fleeing a crime scene presents any sworn officer with the rare gift of an easy win. Nothing is more heartening than a solid arrest, made after a little gratifying physical exertion, particularly when the thief is caught in the act and there are no bothersome questions later about a lack of evidence or an unreliable witness.

My duties are hardly ever so straightforward, and my victories rarely so decisive, as Anna Kayser’s case would demonstrate. Perhaps this is why the business with the thief lingers so clearly in my memory.

The scene of this particular crime was the Italian butcher where I liked to stop for my lunch. The proprietor, Mr. Giordano, put out a kind of Italian sausage called salsicciotto on Tuesdays that he seasoned with salt and peppercorns, then smothered in olive oil for two months, to extraordinary effect. He could sell every last one in an afternoon if he wanted to, but by doling them out on Tuesdays, he found that he could lure people into his shop once a week and make sure they left with all manner of goods imported from Italy: soap, perfume, hard cheese, enameled plates, lemon candy. The profits from those trinkets helped compensate for the cost of shipping over the extravagantly priced olive oil in which he aged the salsicciotto. I was but one of many willing participants in his scheme. Along with the sausage I took a bag of lemon candy weekly, finding it useful to dispense during interrogations.

The man ran out of the shop just as I rounded the corner onto Passaic Avenue. Mr. Giordano gave chase, but the thief had the advantage: he was young and trim, while the butcher was a rotund gentleman of advanced age who could do little more than stump along, huffing and shaking his fist.

He would’ve been out of luck, but there I happened to be, in my uniform, equipped with a gun, handcuffs, and a badge. I did what any officer of the law would do: I tucked my handbag under my arm, gathered my skirts in my hands, and ran him down.

Mr. Giordano heard my boots pounding along behind him on the wooden sidewalk and jumped out of the way. I must’ve given him a start, because he launched into a coughing fit when he saw who had come to his rescue.

In giving chase, I flew past a livery driver watering his horses, a druggist sweeping out his shop, and a boy of about twelve staring idly into a bookstore window. The boy was too engrossed or slow-witted to step out of the way. I’m sorry to say I shoved him down to the ground, rather roughly. I hated to do it, but children are sturdy and quick to heal. I raced on.

The thief himself hadn’t looked back and had no idea who was in pursuit, which was a shame, as men often stumble and lose their resolve when confronted by a lady deputy. I was always happy to use the element of surprise to my advantage. But this one ducked down a side street, deft as you please, no doubt believing that if he stayed on bustling Passaic Avenue, more passers-by would join the chase and he’d soon be caught.

The detour didn’t bother me, though. I preferred to go after him on a quiet tree-lined lane, with no more danger of loiterers stumbling into my path. I rounded the corner effortlessly and picked up speed.

He chose for his escape a neighborhood of large and graceful homes that offered very few places to hide. I closed the distance between us and was already looking for a soft patch of grass ahead on which to toss him down, but he saw an opportunity ahead. He’d done this before—I had to credit him that. He hurled himself over a low fence and into a backyard.

Here is where an agile man of slight build has the advantage. I was forced to abandon my handbag and to heft myself over the fence in the most undignified manner. Hems caught on nails, seams split, and stockings were shredded into ribbons. I landed on one knee and knew right away I’d be limping for a week. It occurred to me, at last, to wonder what, exactly, the man had stolen, and if he was really worth catching. If I’d abandoned the chase at that moment, no one—not even Mr. Giordano—would’ve blamed me.

But no matter, I had to have him. The man stumbled into a backyard populated by placid hens under the supervision of an overworked bantam rooster. He (the man, not the rooster) turned his head just long enough to cast a wistful glance at the chicken coop, which might’ve offered him a hiding place, a chicken dinner, or both, had I not been thumping along behind him.

The next hurdle was only a low stone wall. He cleared it with a nimble leap, as if he did that sort of thing every day, and he probably did. I tossed one leg over and knocked a few stones loose with the other, but by then I was only five feet behind and saw victory ahead.

It was my great good fortune that the next garden held no chickens or any other sort of hindrance, only a generous expanse of lawn fringed by an inviting bed of chrysanthemums that gave me the soft landing spot I required.

“Oooof” was all he could say when I took him by the collar and tossed him down. I landed on top of him, which was just as well, because his shirt tore when I grabbed him and he might’ve slipped right out of it and vanished, had I not thrown myself on him.

I didn’t say a thing at first, because I’d given that last sprint all I had and wouldn’t have lasted a minute more. It took us both a short while to recover ourselves. No one was at home in the house whose garden we’d just trampled: otherwise, the sight of a rather substantially sized woman sprawled atop a slender shop-thief certainly would’ve brought the entire family out.

Once we were sitting upright, and I had a firm grip on the thief’s arm, we sized each other up for the first time. I found myself in possession of a tired-looking factory man, with the bloodshot eyes and glazed aspect of a drunkard.

The thief, for his part, didn’t seem particularly surprised to have been caught by a tall lady in a battered gray hat. The business of thievery leads to all sorts of surprises: one must be prepared for novelties. He tried half-heartedly to shrug me off and muttered something in what I took to be Polish. When I refused to let go, he allowed himself to be dragged to his feet. The papery orange petals of the chrysanthemums adhered to us, making us look as though we’d been showered in confetti. I didn’t bother to brush them off. The man hadn’t yet been handcuffed and was likely to be slippery.

“Let’s see what you stole,” I proposed. When he only looked at me dejectedly, I yanked open his jacket and found within it a long and slender salami (not the salsicciotto, mind you—those were kept behind the counter under Mr. Giordano’s watchful eye—but the cheap type that hung in the window and were easy to snatch). He’d also lifted a loaf of bread, now flattened, and a bottle of the yellow Italian spirits that Mr. Giordano sold as a curative.

It wasn’t much of a haul, considering the trouble he put me through. I hated to throw a man in jail for stealing his lunch and bore some faint hope that I might return him to the shopkeeper and negotiate a truce.

“What’s your name?” I asked (sternly, one had to be stern).

He spat on the ground, which was every habitual criminal’s idea of how to ignore a question put to him by the law.

“Well, you made an awful lot of trouble.” I slipped the handcuffs from my belt and bound his wrists behind his back. “Try to work up a convincing apology before we get there.”

The man seemed to take my meaning and perhaps had some idea that I might be trying to help him, as much as any officer could. He had a resignation about him that suggested he’d done all this before. He walked limply alongside me, with his head down. For a man who gave such a spirited chase, he was as soft as a bundle of rags under my grip.

I retrieved my handbag at the edge of the fence and in a few minutes we were back at the shop. Mr. Giordano was sitting outside on an overturned barrel with the anticipation of a man waiting along a parade route. When we rounded the corner, he jumped up, beaming, and clapped his hands together. He was very pleasant-looking: old Italian men always are. His eyes gleamed, his cheeks were ruddy, and he grinned with unabashed delight at the prospect of a good story to tell over the dinner table that night.

Then came the words I’d been hoping not to hear.

“He took from me before! He steal anything I have. Egg, butter, shoe, soap, tin plate, button.” Mr. Giordano ticked the items off with his stubby fingers.

It made for quite a list, but I didn’t doubt it. The shop was overfull of small merchandise, easy to pocket.

“He stole needful things, then,” I offered, hoping to play to his sympathies.

“Needful! I only sell needful things! Look down his pants. Black shoes for little girl.”

It hardly need be said that I had no wish to look down his pants and was grateful to the thief for sparing us both the indignity. He appeared well-versed in the universal language of accusative shopkeepers, and shook his trousers as vigorously as he could considering that both his wrists were cuffed together. It was enough to make the shoes—tiny darling shoes of a sort rarely seen in Hackensack—fall from his trousers.

The shopkeeper snatched them up triumphantly, and rummaged through the man’s pockets for the rest of his stolen goods. He looked disgusted over the condition of the loaf of bread, but set the salami carefully aside for resale and tucked the bottle of liquor into his apron.

Then he poked at my badge, which happens more often than one might think. People seem to feel they have a right to put their fingers all over a deputy’s star, as if they own it.

“Sheriff?” he asked. “Sheriff Heath? Go tell him. He knows this one.” Then he pushed his finger into the thief’s chest. I had to step between them before all this poking escalated to fisticuffs.

With the likelihood of a peaceful settlement ever more remote, I said, “Mr. Giordano, are you quite sure this is the man who stole from you before? Couldn’t it have been someone else? These thieves move awfully fast and it’s hard to get a good look at them.”

Mr. Giordano stuck his chin out defiantly. “No. It is him. Go to his house. Look for tin plates with painted roses. Look for sewing box with Giordano label. My wife!”

The effrontery of the theft of Mrs. Giordano’s sewing kit was too much for even the man who did it, for he, too, turned shamefacedly away.

“He take money, too, but you won’t find that,” the shopkeeper said. “All gone.”

That changed things. Money made it a more serious crime.

“Have you reported him to the police?” I asked.

Mr. Giordano nodded vigorously. “I report, I report, I report. Ask the sheriff.”

What could I do, then, but to take him to jail? I turned out the man’s shirt pockets for good measure and found a package of handkerchiefs with the Giordano ribbon still attached. If he had anything else tucked away, it would fall to the male guards to find it.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Giordano, and this man is sorry too,” I offered. The thief didn’t respond to a firm shake of the arm, so I tapped him under the chin and made him raise his eyes.

“Zorry,” the thief said.

Mr. Giordano spat on the sidewalk. “Poles.”

2

the county jail sat alongside the courthouse, which meant that I was obliged to march my thief past the gaggle of reporters who congregated on the steps when court wasn’t in session. It was an intemperate afternoon for late September, so the men huddled in a tight circle, shivering in their summer-weight suits, hands clamped on top of their hats against a frolicsome wind. Upon seeing that I had a man in my custody, they chased after me, waving their notebooks, shouting some version of my name in a newsmen’s chorus.

“Miss Kopp!”

“Miss Deputy!”

“Police-lady!”

No one knew what to call me. Only one of them addressed me as Deputy Kopp, but he spoiled it right away with his inane questions.

“What’d this poor gent do, Deputy Kopp? Ask you to marry him? Did he get down on one knee?”

I wheeled around to face them, but I allowed the man in my custody to keep his back turned. “You know better. The man hasn’t even been booked.”

“Did you make that arrest all by yourself?” called a squat older man in the rumpled tweed characteristic of his profession.

“Do they allow lady officers to arrest a man?” shouted another.

“How’d you manage to catch a fellow?” asked a third, but he was laughed down by the others. Anyone could see that I towered over the man in my custody.

“If I failed to catch a man in the act of committing a crime, then you’d have a story to write,” I told them. “The story would be that I wasn’t capable of doing the job. I’m sorry to have deprived you of your column inches, but if you’re in need of wrongdoing to write up for the evening edition, go sniff around the prosecutor’s office.”

That won me a round of laughter and a good-natured farewell. The prosecutor’s office, housed in the courthouse next to the jail, maintained a long-standing feud with Sheriff Heath, made worse by the fact that Detective Courter of that office was running for sheriff. I was feeling just bold enough to remind them of it.

Only one reporter stayed behind. I recognized him from the Hackensack Republican pass tucked in the brim of his bowler. “I don’t give a hill of beans about what the old sheriff thinks,” he said. “What I want to know is what the new sheriff’s going to say when a girl cop goes around dragging men off to jail.”

I was at least able to take a little satisfaction from closing the door in his face.

The campaign season of 1916 had only just begun in earnest. Sheriff Heath was running, somewhat reluctantly, for a seat in Congress. It hadn’t been his choice to step down as sheriff. The law in New Jersey prevented a sheriff from succeeding himself in office, which meant that he couldn’t run for his office again until someone else had occupied it for at least one term. The local party officials had put him up for the legislature instead.

If Sheriff Heath had an appetite for serving in Congress, he didn’t show it. He was a born lawman, happiest when he had a house robber to chase through the woods or a jewel-theft ring to break up. He ran the jail with efficiency, fairness, compassion, and even, believe it or not, conviviality. He appreciated the company of criminals, as long as they were behind bars. As such, he seemed to genuinely enjoy running a county jail.

His wife, Cordelia, was another matter. Any woman would hate living in the cramped sheriff’s apartment on the ground floor of the jail: she couldn’t be faulted for that. But it was also painfully obvious that her ambitions exceeded those of her husband’s, and always had. She aspired to a wallpapered parlor in Washington and a dinner table set for ambassadors and judges. Mrs. Heath longed to be a legislator’s wife, and considered it a deficiency in her husband’s character that he was not yet elected to the office that she expected of him. As such, she’d taken a far greater interest in the election than he had, and ran his campaign with spirit and vigor.

I should explain who, exactly, was to become the next sheriff of Bergen County. I hadn’t yet met the man, so at that moment I was wondering about him myself. His name was William Conklin. He’d served as sheriff before, and in fact had hired Sheriff Heath as a deputy in 1910. I’d been told to expect someone older and more experienced (Sheriff Heath and I were both nearing forty, while Mr. Conklin was of our fathers’ generation), but I also believed he would share, more or less, in Sheriff Heath’s ideas about the running of the jail. They were both of the Democratic Party, and one had trained and taught the other.

William Conklin was not running unopposed. As I have said, the Republican candidate for sheriff was John Courter, a detective in the county prosecutor’s office, where he made it his business to oppose Sheriff Heath’s programs generally and to thwart my efforts to carry out my duties in particular.

His campaign was something of a farce. He had little to say about how he thought the jail ought to be run or how the business of the sheriff’s office ought to be conducted, and instead went around raising false flags and making inflammatory speeches on subjects that had little to do with the actual obligations of the office he sought.

There was no real contest between the two. A sheriff must show restraint and dignity, keep a cool head, and avoid rushing to judgment. Sheriff Heath won his election because he demonstrated those very qualities, and everyone, even the editors of the local papers who were so quick to stir up controversy, agreed that William Conklin would succeed Sheriff Heath in office quietly and capably. The Hackensack Republican stood alone in its support of John Courter.

I’d never had much of a reason to follow local elections before. My sister Norma had an opinion about every single man running for office—even the tax assessor could not escape her scrutiny—but I’d always found the whole business dull, and the names and faces interchangeable. What did it matter to me, back in the days when I was merely the eldest of three unmarried women living in the countryside?

Now, though, I was a deputy sheriff, and it mattered a great deal.

 

i could’ve taken my fellow directly to a booking room, but I stopped instead to present him to Sheriff Heath personally, like a cat dropping a mouse at the doorstep. It is irregular to take an inmate to the sheriff’s office, but he looked up with interest when he saw us lingering in the corridor.

“What did this one do?” he called from behind his desk. He wore a wide mustache that tended to hide his smile, but I couldn’t miss a certain fondness in his expression. He liked to see any deputy make an arrest, but I think he took particular pride in seeing what his lady deputy could do.

“Stole his lunch and quite a bit more from Mr. Giordano.”

Sheriff Heath gave a whistle. “And he waited until the Tuesday lunch hour to rob the place? Nobody told him how fond my deputies are of those Italian sausages.”

“I’ll get him booked,” I said, and started to lead him away.

“Hand him off to a guard,” Sheriff Heath called. “You’re taking a lady to the asylum this afternoon.”

That stopped me.

“One of mine?”

He shuffled the papers on his desk. “It’s a lady in Rutherford. The judge gave the order this morning. Anna . . .” He found the notice and read it over. “Anna Kayser. Go on upstairs and make your rounds. You’re leaving at five.”
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it would’ve been improper to ask about Anna Kayser in front of my inmate, so I did as Sheriff Heath instructed and turned my man over to a guard so I could make my rounds. I had charge of the female section at the Hackensack Jail, where at that moment we had in custody a dozen female inmates, if one didn’t count Providencia Monafo, an old Italian woman jailed for murder who’d been contentedly serving her sentence for over a year and seemed more like a permanent resident than an inmate.

I was a resident of the jail myself: I slept among them, in a cell just like theirs, on most nights of the week, it being too long a journey from Hackensack to our farmhouse in Wyckoff for me to go back and forth every day. I’d made the cell quite comfortable, with a blanket from home, a stack of books, and a comb, brush, and whatever toiletries I might require to keep myself presentable.

I admit, with a certain pride, that I enjoyed a better night’s sleep in my jail cell than I ever had at home, in spite of the groans, coughs, murmurs, and occasional tears from the inmates all around me. Here I was in command. I was rewarded not only by my salary, but by the camaraderie of my inmates, who made for lively company and whose fortunes, I hoped, would take a turn for the better under my influence.

Some of my inmates were, in fact, habitual criminals, which meant that they had enjoyed something in the way of an outlaw’s career prior to their arrest. Lady criminals tended to possess an independence of spirit that I appreciated, even if I objected to the ways they had put their talents to use. But some were victims of circumstance, forced to act through poverty or desperation.

A grandmother, Harriet Janney, was of the latter type. She came from a prominent family in Newark and was only stirred to criminal action to save her granddaughter, who’d been living with her father in Hackensack. Mrs. Janney sought to return the girl to her daughter (the child’s mother), who had run off to Portland, Oregon, under circumstances that remained somewhat murky.

Mrs. Janney fled with her granddaughter to the train station, but that’s where they were caught. The father had spotted the pair leaving his house and followed them to the station, picking up a constable along the way and ordering Mrs. Janney arrested. I felt sure she’d be discharged from our jail with little more than a warning, but there had been some delay in putting her before a judge, so she sat in her cell, at the opposite end of the same block occupied by Providencia Monafo.

I put the two of them together because I knew there would be no bickering between them over the light housekeeping duty shared by cell-block mates: daily sweeping and mopping, dusting of the windows and cell bars, and a weekly airing of the bedding. My younger inmates saw it as an indignity that domestic work was to be part of their jail sentence, but older women tended to be resigned to housekeeping and to take it up without a great deal of complaint. When I walked down Mrs. Monafo and Mrs. Janney’s cell block, I was pleased to see it mopped and dusted.

“Am I permitted to write a letter to my granddaughter?” Mrs. Janney asked when I stopped at her cell.

“You may write to the girl’s father, and hope that he’ll pass your message along,” I said, “but you should know that the sheriff reads the letters.”

Mrs. Janney laughed at that. She was one of those stout and sturdy women who couldn’t be intimidated, even by her jailer. She’d lived too long, and seen too much. “I’m not going to plot a conspiracy with her. I only want to wish her a happy birthday. I promised her she’d be in Portland when she turned eight. She must think I’ve let her down.”

“I’m sure her father’s explained it in whatever manner he believes best,” I said, “but I’ll bring you some letter paper tonight.”

From her cell, Providencia Monafo made a little snort and said, “Letter from jail? You frighten the girl. Give her nightmares of her grandmother in a jail cell.”

Providencia had a way of sounding as if she knew things she couldn’t possibly know, including the feverish dreams of an eight-year-old girl.

“Let’s give Mrs. Janney time to decide for herself,” I proposed, although the poor woman had almost certainly been frightened away from her plan by Providencia’s dark prognostications.

I leaned into Providencia’s cell and saw that she was content, as always. In her time behind bars she’d accumulated a few decorations, including a bundle of silk flowers and a small painting of a Roman church left behind by another inmate. She didn’t read (she couldn’t, as far as I knew, and when I offered to teach her, she feigned disinterest) and instead passed her days muttering over solitary games of cards. She didn’t bother to make friends, as the other inmates came and went more frequently, but the weeks rolled quietly by and she seemed to appreciate the serenity.

She did have a way of seeing right through me, and it still unsettled me, after all this time. “You polished your buttons,” she said when she saw my uniform, which I had labored over that morning. “You’re going to be inspected.”

I’d been told that the candidate for sheriff on our side, William Conklin, would be dropping by to meet the deputies any day now, but how did Mrs. Monafo know that?

“Maybe I’m the one who’s going to make an inspection,” I offered.

Providencia eyed me sharply from under her tangle of black hair. “Do the bottom one again.”

I looked down and saw it covered in mud from my wrestling match with the Polish thief. I nodded distractedly to Providencia and went on to the next block, where I’d housed three inmates who were all serving time for their association with the men who actually committed the crimes. It is a poor defense for a woman to claim that she was simply caught up in the criminal affairs of her husband or (even worse) some other man. As a result, there wasn’t much that I could do for them except to encourage them to find a better path for themselves once they were released.

Their crimes were remarkably similar, which was why I kept them together: they were less likely to inspire in one another fresh ideas.

The first was Grace Faletti. Her husband had taken up with five other men who made their living by holding up pay buggies. Such robberies generally went quite smoothly: the bandits would wait at a crossroads where buggies were forced to roll slowly by. This made it a simple matter to step on board uninvited. One man might hold the gun on the driver while another ransacked his pockets, but generally the gun wasn’t even necessary. Drivers of open buggies who carried their fares around in their pockets understood that occasionally they’d be relieved of a day’s earnings. They tended to turn the money over with little fanfare.

But a robbery just outside Teaneck had gone wrong, and the driver was shot. The bandits, being none too clever, left the man for dead and ran to their boarding-house, only a mile away, where Grace Faletti waited for them. The men set to quarreling, which delayed their departure, and a pack of bloodhounds led the constables to the boarding-house.

“I tried to tell them” had been Grace’s only attempt at a defense. She didn’t bother to explain which part of their foolhardy plan she tried to warn them about, but it didn’t matter. This was a murder case, and she was to be held as an accessory and witness for the duration. She might not testify against her husband, but she’d certainly be expected to tell what she knew about the others.

Next to her was Ida Smith, and next to Ida was Louise Wilson. The two girls, both eighteen, had gone with two boys in a hired car to New York. The boys (one of whom was Louise’s brother) had been drinking all day and were in such a violent temper that they argued with the chauffeur over the charges until all three men were in a fistfight while the automobile careened down the road. The machine ran into a ditch. Its occupants suffered only bruises and scratches, but the boys took it into their heads to rob the chauffeur and run off, dragging the girls, complaining, behind them. The police were convinced that this wasn’t the first time the boys had tried a scheme like that, and expected the girls to help build a case against them. So far, Ida and Louise were standing pat.

“Any news of the trial?” Ida asked when she saw me.

“No, but I wouldn’t necessarily be told. I thought you were to see a lawyer yesterday.”

“My parents were here! I saw them from the window. They spoke to my brother, but they didn’t want to talk to me or Ida,” Louise said mournfully. “I waited all day to be called down. Finally the guard told me they’d left hours ago. If they had a lawyer with them, I never saw him.”

This was why I didn’t like to have family members in the same jail together. Although they were kept on different floors and weren’t allowed to see each other, matters between them could get complicated quickly. But I didn’t want Louise to be overlooked, and felt it incumbent upon her brother to make sure that she was taken care of.

“I’ll go to see your brother and find out if there’s an attorney on the case,” I said.

“What about me?” called Ida.

“You have a letter from your father,” I said. “Answer it.”

The younger the inmate, the less likely she might be to correspond with her family and own up to her mistakes. I thought it a valuable character-building exercise, and kept a close eye on the letters coming in and going out to make sure that my girls weren’t hiding from their relations. They would need them someday—they just didn’t know it.

The next two inmates in the female section had each acted alone. An urbane young woman named Nancy Fyfe had been arrested for driving an automobile recklessly while wearing apparel that, in the opinion of the police officer, would distract her attention from driving: a floppy hat, a veil, and a scarf. She shouldn’t have been in jail for long over such a minor infraction, but there was some delay in persuading a friend to wire her the money for the fine, so there she sat.

Next to her on the cell block was an actress named Ruth Williams. She’d been arrested for breaking into homes in Fort Lee to steal jewelry and silver. She was found in possession of a diamond bracelet worth fifty dollars that had been reported as stolen to the police, so her conviction was almost certain. She claimed that she was out of work and only broke into houses so that she might have enough to eat, but no judge would be sympathetic to that story. All robbers needed the money.

I had been encouraging Ruth Williams to look into stenography as a more respectable line of work than actress turned house-robber. Ruth was no girl of eighteen with aspirations for the stage: she’d put in her time behind the footlights and looked a bit worn around the edges after so many years in pursuit of success. When she first came in, I praised her for sidestepping the usual traps that a woman in her situation might fall into, namely, that of allowing men to set her up in an apartment or to favor her with just enough jewelry, trinkets, and free dinners to keep her going.

“Oh!” she said, laughing, the first time I ventured into that line of discussion. “I did plenty of that, too, until there were younger and prettier girls to take my place. I might as well try my hand at stenography. I’m starting to look the part.”

Since then, she’d applied herself to the courses, and was in fact working her way through a little booklet when I walked into her cell block.

“If I were anywhere but a jail cell,” she said, without looking up from her book, “this would be too dull to bother with. But in here, it helps to pass the time. I might learn a little French, if you have a phrase-book.”

“Je vous en ramènerai un,” I told her, “et je vous aiderai à pratiquer.”

“You speak so beautifully,” called Nancy from the next cell over. “Ruthie only needs enough French to allow her to run off with a Frenchman. Have you a special course for that?”

“We could start with greetings and pleasantries,” I offered.

“How do you say, ‘Have you a large apartment in Paris, or a small one?’” Ruth asked.

She was one of those women who was graced with bold and beautiful features: enormous eyes, a wide expressive mouth, and high cheekbones. Even in a plain jail uniform, she was beguiling. Ruth was the kind of woman who could make charming inquiries into the nature of a man’s real estate holdings and get away with it.

“I believe the custom is to wait for the gentleman to offer that information,” I suggested, to the laughter of both of them.

“I’ve been waiting fifteen years!” Ruth cried. “I’m going to have to ask the questions myself before I rot away.”

“You’re not rotting,” I said, and moved on to the next block, which was occupied entirely by strikers from a shirtwaist factory. I’d been sent to watch over the strike, ostensibly to protect the girls from harassment, but found myself obliged to arrest them instead, for throwing rotten eggs at replacement workers. It was the first time I’d seen anything resembling violence at a labor strike, but I’d been warned by the sheriff to make arrests quickly to send a message. The last thing he wanted was a union riot on his hands.

The girls had only been charged with disturbing the peace, and could’ve been released if they’d paid their fines. They refused to do so in hopes that public sentiment would turn in their favor if they were kept in jail long enough. I could see no evidence that their tactics were working and expected them to serve out the month.

“Miss Kopp!” one of them called when she saw me.

“Have you any news of the strike? We asked the guard who looked in on us this morning, but he told us to buy a newspaper if we wanted to know.”

“But we can’t buy a newspaper, because we’re locked up in here,” said another.

“He was having fun at our expense, you see,” said a third.

“Yes, it appears he was,” I said. “The strike is over, and I believe your friends have gone back to work.”

“Without us?” they cried in a chorus.

“I don’t suppose the factory agreed to our demands,” said Marie, the eldest and most experienced of the group.

“They did not,” I told her. “I’m sorry it went that way for your cause. Are you entirely sure you wouldn’t rather pay your fines and be released? Couldn’t you do more good out there than in here?”

“Oh, we have work to do right here in this jail. We decided that you should form a union,” Marie said, “and we’ll help you to organize it.”

There was a policemen’s union in Hackensack, but the deputies didn’t belong to it. “I don’t believe anyone has ever seen the need for a union,” I said. “Sheriff Heath looks after us.”

“There won’t always be a Sheriff Heath,” said another, ominously.

The girls were a quick study on the inner workings of the jail. I would have to remind the guards to keep their voices down.

“We do just fine,” I said.

4

the journey to deliver Anna Kayser to the insane asylum was delayed by a couple of hours owing to the late arrival of Deputy Morris, who was to drive us.

“It’s already dark out,” I said to Sheriff Heath that evening. “Couldn’t we go tomorrow?”

“It has to be tonight. One of the fellows upstairs was committed this morning, and Judge Stevens ordered him taken away before nightfall. He heard Mrs. Kayser’s case right after that. In his wisdom, he ordered them transported together so as to save the taxpayers the cost of running the automobile twice.”

“Well, that couldn’t be more inconvenient. We’ll have to go all the way south to Rutherford, then turn around and drive right past Hackensack on our way up to Morris Plains. All of this with your poor fellow riding along as if he’s on some sort of sightseeing tour. What do we know about Mrs. Kayser?”

“Not a thing,” the sheriff said. “She’s a housewife. I suppose it’s the usual trouble. Nervous prostration or the like.”

Deputy Morris came around the corner just then, looking a bit ragged. He’d been ill for a week and still had watery eyes and a cough. It was unseasonably cold out, and with the wind came the threat of a storm. His nose was red from having been out in it.

“Ready, Sheriff,” he said.

“Go on, then, both of you,” Sheriff Heath said. “Morris has the particulars on the woman down in Rutherford. Our fellow won’t give you any trouble. He’s a lunatic, but he’s good company.”

“Drive him yourself, then,” Deputy Morris said from behind his handkerchief, but the sheriff only waved us away good-naturedly. In the time I’d known him, Sheriff Heath had been shot through the shoulder chasing a robber through the woods, had an elderly inmate die in his arms, and had seen his wife and children threatened by a deranged inmate. A drive to the asylum with a cheerful lunatic and a housewife in custody was, in his opinion, light duty. I could hardly disagree.

Outside, the wind had picked up and a few raindrops splattered down. A guard was waiting alongside the sheriff’s wagon. Our cheerful lunatic sat in the back, looking around with the bright expectation of a child about to go on an excursion.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll have you ride in back with him, miss,” Deputy Morris said.

He never could get used to calling me Deputy. Morris was the most senior of Sheriff Heath’s men, and my closest friend at the jail. When my family was under attack two years earlier, it was Deputy Morris who most often volunteered to spend the night in our barn waiting for the thugs to return. He’d become a good friend of the family since then. He and his wife even served as surrogate grandparents for Fleurette, as they lived near the music academy where she had, until recently, been a student. Sheriff Heath sent the two of us out whenever he could, and as a result we worked more than our share of cases together.

“I think that’s best,” I said. “Who is he?”

The deputy bent down and peered at him through the window. “Tony Hajnacka. Nice fellow, but he tried to slash his neck with a broken spoon. That earns him a trip to Morris Plains.”

I bent down to get a look at him and saw the bandage around his neck. “Do you mean to say he did that in our custody?”

“Afraid so. I’ve never seen an inmate do a thing like that with a spoon. He might be a lunatic, but he’s no imbecile. He’s coming off the drink, too. Look how he twitches.”

“I can manage a little twitching.” I slid into the back seat alongside Tony.

He jumped and stared at me in surprise. “Are you the queen of this castle?”

Sheriff Heath was right: he’d make for lively company.

“I’m a deputy sheriff just like Morris here, but you can call me whatever you like.”

“What I’d like,” he mused, “is a nice quiet place in the country and five acres.”

“That’s just about what you’re getting,” Morris said.

I didn’t like to make light of the lunatic asylum, but Morris had been at this job for a few decades. He knew when to indulge an inmate in his delusions.

It was clear right away that Morris was right: the effects of his craving for drink had not yet left Tony. He had a habit of scratching at his face whenever the idea of liquor came back to him, which it did often. His hands trembled, but he didn’t like to see them shaking, so he tended to wring them together or to punch a fist into his palm, which rattled the handcuffs and bothered Deputy Morris.

“Don’t let me hear the sound of your fist.” Deputy Morris turned around to look at us. “Keep still back there,” he told Tony.

“I’ve done nothing but keep still since I took up with you fellows,” Tony said. “I’m a man who likes to roam about. I took a coal train all the way to Denver once.”

“Why didn’t you stay out there?” I asked.

“They didn’t take to me,” he said, with a note of wonder in his voice that such a thing might be possible.

I thought it best to keep him happy and distracted, so we carried on in that fashion for some time. It was dark by then, and slow-going into Rutherford on account of the deep ruts in the macadam roads and the intermittent rain. Deputy Morris groaned and muttered to himself as he drove. From time to time a gust of wind hit us broadside, and the wagon’s top lifted like a sail. I could tell Morris was having to fight it.

When we rolled into Rutherford and found the street where the woman lived, Deputy Morris brought the automobile to a stop and nodded for me to step out with him.

“I’m going to stay here with Tony,” he said when we were standing in the street. He kept a gloved hand over his mouth to fight his cough. “I don’t like to think about what he’d get up to if I left him by himself. Mr. Kayser is supposed to be at home, and he can help you if there’s any trouble.”

I bent down to look at Tony, who was staring at his new surroundings with evident interest.

“That’s fine. I’ve never had trouble arresting a woman. She’ll probably go more easily if I’m alone anyway. But are you sure we have the right place?”

Anna Kayser’s house was a snug and perfectly groomed cottage, with a neatly trimmed boxwood under the window and freshly painted shutters. Women bound for the lunatic asylum didn’t usually live in cheerful, inviting homes.

Deputy Morris looked at the paper Sheriff Heath had given him. “This is the place. Says Kayser right here on the mailbox. They don’t all live in shacks.”

“I suppose not. Does she know where she’s going?”

“She was committed this morning. We should’ve just kept her at the jail today, but there was some mix-up at the courthouse and her husband must’ve taken her home. It’s always harder when we have to go get them like this.”

“And you don’t know what might be the matter with her?”

He shrugged. “Only what the sheriff said. Housewife with a case of nerves.”

I wished very much that I’d been told more about this case, but it was too late by then. There was nothing for me to do but to walk up to the porch and rap at the door. It opened right away and I faced a pleasant-looking older man whom I took to be her husband.

“Are you Mr. Kayser? I’m Deputy Kopp, from the sheriff’s—”

He put a finger to his lips to silence me, then waved me inside. I didn’t like the idea of sneaking up on the woman, but I followed him in.

He led me into a parlor furnished in the most ordinary manner imaginable. There was a green divan and two side chairs to match, a bookcase with a little writing desk built in, and a fire blazing cheerfully in a potbellied stove in the corner. The evening paper was folded neatly on a tray table alongside an ash-tray, and three magazines were arranged in a perfect fan shape on a round table. Atop the mantle was a lamp of pale blue glass painted with leaves and bunches of grapes, alongside photographs in frames that were dusted more often than anything in my house had ever been. From the kitchen came the odor of a steak in a pan, and the familiar sound of a potato peeler in an experienced hand.

How could anyone who kept a house like that belong at Morris Plains? I couldn’t help but try to concoct a scenario that might explain it. Perhaps the wife was bedridden, and it was a housekeeper I heard in the kitchen.

But I could tell from the way the man closed a door that led down the hall to the kitchen—silently, stealthily—that my idea was wrong. The lunatic that I was to take away to the asylum was at that moment cooking her husband’s dinner.

In a low voice he said, “I’m Charles Kayser. It’s my wife you’re here to see.” He was a perfectly ordinary-looking man, with sandy hair that thinned above his forehead but didn’t disappear entirely, and an industrious air about him that suggested that he was in charge of something all day: an office or a shop.

“Is that her in the kitchen?” I asked, trying to sound indifferent about it.

He nodded and pulled a pipe from his pocket.

“She must be remarkably calm about going, if she’s cooking dinner first.”

He kept his eyes on the pipe, nonchalant. “She doesn’t know she’s going.”

“But I thought she was committed this morning!”

“She didn’t see the judge. It was just me and the doctor. She was . . . too unwell to travel.” He said it with considerable care, the way one speaks of an invalid.

“She’s well enough to run a kitchen.”

He just shrugged. I saw no point in arguing with him. “If she doesn’t know she’s to be sent away, have you made any provision for her going?” I asked. “Has she a suitcase packed?”

“She won’t need any of that. The doctor said to let her keep her routine until you folks came for her. Don’t give her any time to get worked into a state.”

There might’ve been some logic to that, depending on the circumstances, which at that moment had me entirely mystified. Was I to simply barge into Mrs. Kayser’s kitchen and wrestle her away from her potato peeler?

The answer came to me, as it were, in the form of the lunatic herself, swinging the door open, no doubt to tell her husband something about dinner.

There she was: thin, pinched Anna Kayser, with strands of graying hair plastered to her cheeks from the steam, a checkered apron hung round her neck, and a look of horror rising from her pale lips to her colorless eyes.

She took in my uniform, which, apart from the skirt, was nearly identical to that worn by every police officer and deputy in New Jersey. Her eyes stopped on my badge.

I’ve never seen such terror come over a woman. She put her hands out in front of her as if she couldn’t see the way, and turned to run down the hall, back to her kitchen, but her husband was too fast for her. In an instant he had her round the waist, the pipe still upright between his teeth. I could only watch them in astonishment, the backs of them, the form of her dress collapsing under his grasp as if she weren’t inside it at all. His legs were anchored around her like fence posts.

“I’m not going! You can’t do this!” Her voice rose to a high and nervous pitch.

“Now, Anna.” He muttered something in her ear that made her jab him in the gut with an elbow. He must have been expecting that, because he held fast.

He kept whispering. Whatever he said had the effect of draining all the defiance out of her. “Don’t send me back there. Don’t do it, Charlie. They can’t do a thing for me. They never could.” She was choking on her words, heaving them out of her throat between sobs.

He said something into the hair at the back of her neck, but it only wound her up again.

“Then what’s the matter with me this time? Tell me, tell me to my face, Charlie. Let me hear you say it.”

She wrenched herself around to face him, and took another look at me over his shoulder. “Did you think I’d go
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