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            Author’s Note

         
         The women’s hotel left no lasting mark on the American city. It was born in the nineteenth century, then briefly prospered
            and died within the compass of the twentieth. In the 1930s, perhaps two or three such hotels could be found in Denver, Seattle,
            and Dallas, with a few more each in Philadelphia, New York City, and Washington, DC, but they never became either popular
            or reliable. Most residents did not stay longer than two or three years, and those who did stay longer usually suffered from
            straitened circumstances. None of them held a unified definition of collective living. Few of them shared ideals. There were
            no Oneidans among them. Their heyday was briefer than that of the Shakers, and their legacy weaker. It is possible that the
            nineteenth century had seen such a supersaturation of utopian societies spring up and wither along the river valleys of the
            eastern states that no desire for perfection survived into the next.
         

         
         Whatever the cause, the abbreviated popularity of women’s hotels sparked no consequent movement and left behind no organized legacy. They served as short-term stand-ins to replace those now-lost, sometime-consecrated institutions for feminine maintenance that had once served as catchments for the middle class and superfluous: religious houses, country schoolrooms, the ever-retreating frontier, ladies’ seminaries. They were made obsolete by the credit card, by hippies and the New Age movement, by lesbianism and feminism, by the increase in affordable apartment stock and the increased acceptance of premarital cohabitation. The residents of these hotels did not rent in quite the same way we use the term today. Almost anyone who rents an apartment today expects, and is legally entitled
            to, not just a private bedroom but a bathroom and a kitchen too; these women paid at the end of every other week for a single
            room, a shared bath at the end of each hallway, and half their board. They were neither short-term guests as at a standard
            hotel, nor quite independent bachelor girls responsible for their own housekeeping either. And of course they could do no
            entertaining. There was nowhere to put guests and nothing to refresh them with had there been room. Their socializing was
            either cloistered inside with their fellow residents or somewhere else out in the world. Today almost all these buildings
            have been bulldozed and replaced with something more useful or gutted and refurbished and converted into condominiums, often
            very expensive ones, with unlisted rates.
         

         
         Why live in this way? Had these women no family or friends in the city who might rightly be expected to take an interest in them on arrival, no private homes that might have admitted them, that they should live in a hotel? So wondered the acquaintance of the first Biedermeier residents upon learning of their intention to “take rooms” in the early days, when residential hotels, except for the most palatial, were seen as a poor substitute for family living. The acquaintance of latter-day residents, who considered residential hotels at worst an encumbrance and at best an oddity that ought to have died with the speakeasy, wondered why they didn’t go all the way and enter a convent. Few of the women would have given the same answer to the question, and possibly none of those answers came near the truth: to live somewhere that was socially and professionally accepted by everyone, and yet was decidedly, categorically not a home. Not being prepared to commit themselves to a mode of living that might have excited comment (there were, of course, women living together privately in twos and threes all over New York during this same period, but informal arrangements between women had a habit of falling apart under even mild external disruption), they nonetheless sought to establish themselves in the city with the fewest possible number of social ties, keeping acquaintance and expectation at bay. To disappear in a large city is no especially difficult task, but to disappear without ever exciting remark, without compelling a flurry of letters and telegrams or visits from the home folk, requires careful accounting and economy of movement. Such ties cannot be cut abruptly or all at once; it jars an entire network of invisible interests and prompts others to repair the rupture in angry determination. Ties must instead be slackened gently and at long intervals, and not dropped before some other node has been built up over the abandoned junction. 

         
         Let this book be taken for no more than what it is: a diffuse sketch of a short-lived, patchwork commonwealth, a few impressions
            of a manner of living that was briefly possible for a small group of women in the middle decades of the last century. It is
            a story of provisional, often unwilling, cooperation between people with no real allegiance to one another, the diary of some
            women, and a few men, who occasionally found themselves sharing the cells of unheaded and deconsecrated abbeys, and were sometimes
            glad of it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One
The End of Breakfast

         
         It was the end of the continental breakfast, and therefore the beginning of the end of everything else. For thirty-five years, every Biedermeier girl whose rent for the coming week had found its way to Mrs. Mossler’s crocheted lantern-bag could go to sleep secure in the knowledge that she would wake up with a breakfast tray slid into the recess of her door, delivered just as advertised, “silently and gratuitously, no waiting—no waiter!” During the war the fourteen-dollar rent was raised to eighteen dollars, then again to twenty-five dollars after Carmine DeSapio replaced Hugo Rogers as the head of Tammany, Mrs. Mossler certain that a non-Irish Tammany boss was a harbinger of the rising prices, social upheaval, and general chaos soon to come. But the Biedermeier’s daily rendezvous between tray and door never failed, not even on Sundays, and aside from a wartime substitution of Postum for coffee, the menu had remained implacably untouched by time. One’s choice of either sliced grapefruit or tomato, a Vienna roll or brown buttered toast, a shirred egg, and a cluster of grapes sustained plenty until dinner (new girls learned quickly not to speak of supper within the walls), as lunch was not included in the weekly rate, and fewer than half the inmates were so reliably employed as to be able to comfortably commission a week’s worth in advance. 

         
         Possibly by way of consolation, lunch had become a slightly unfashionable meal at the Biedermeier. The girl who paid for hers
            sometimes discovered that she had hung an albatross around her neck. It was a daily custom for residents who considered themselves
            “at home” enough to receive visitors to leave their doors ajar between the hours of ten and two. Since no more than twenty
            of the Biedermeier’s more than two hundred rooms were larger than the original ten-by-fourteen-foot floor plan, only visitors
            of supreme or long-standing intimacy were entertained all the way inside the room, usually given pride of place upon the bed
            while their hostess perched against the desk. Ordinary callers were received in the doorway, sometimes several at once, depending
            on the attractions of the inmate, but the girl who received her lunch from the hotel often found that her floormates treated
            the sight of the tray as a no visitors sign. Then, no matter how charming her conversation, no matter how ingenious her tricks of arranging hair or repairing handbags that might have otherwise endeared her to them, no matter how invitingly open she propped her door, she could not tempt a single straggler to her threshold. The girls whose jobs occupied an entire working day took their lunches, if they had any, at their desk or in company cafeterias, luncheonettes, or at a coffee stand, but as they ate them properly in public and therefore out of sight, no one held it against them. (The Biedermeier had a cafeteria, but for six years had not been able to support the staff required to prepare and serve lunch.) To eat in conspicuous privacy, in full view of your fellows, was generally understood as selfish, antisocial behavior that required immediate checking, lest it spread and infect the whole population. The record holdout, a girl named Sylvie who had possessed an immaculate brow, had endured six weeks of freezing out in 1958 and ultimately resigned her tenancy rather than give up her lunch, her loss regretted by none. 

         
         The rest were happily won over to the great and delicate game of scrounging, whereby every girl cadged food—whether a box of chocolates from a date or covered plates from church suppers, bingo hall refreshment tables, gallery openings, employers, women’s City Club lectures, or high school cafeterias (a sweater set, in either tan or navy, and an innocent expression being sufficient for entry in many of the public schools downtown, though any interloper who tried the same institution two days in a row or more often than once a month did so at her own risk)—then laid out the spoils of war for general consumption during visiting hours. Anything short of fishing out of the garbage was considered legitimate, and special acts of brazenness or ingenuity were a sure route to long-term popularity. This cooperative and piratical approach was nowise countenanced for either breakfast or dinner, only the midday meal. Biedermeier residents took great social pride in belonging to that class which considered certain types of theft as fair play and even a mark of distinction, while regarding thefts of desperation, or hitting the same target too many times in a row, as a humiliating admission of ineptitude. To score an elaborate sampler of chocolates off an inept date was a triumph, especially when he might otherwise make his own score off you. To meddle with the boss’s punch clock or secretly rig an attendance system to add fifteen minutes to the employee lunch hour, to feign the loss of a token in front of a soft-eyed subway station clerk, to scrounge among friends and relatives when necessary, to abuse honor systems, to capitalize on an idling delivery truck or lodge an invented consumer complaint, to recycle a nickel on a long-distance call—all fell under the perfectly appropriate remit of getting one’s own back in an unfair world. Even to steal from a high-traffic newsstand or drugstore, once in a while, was no more than a good woman’s fault. But there were inviolable limits to such broad-mindedness. Breakfast and dinner were bailiffs to the rule of law. No self-respecting Biedermeier girl stole before eleven or after dark. 

         
         One eighth-floor resident, Elizabeth Watson Perkins, had set the record in the summer of 1955 when, in a single week, she
            was able to serve visitors to her room brown bread and baked beans from a Friends Meeting House, noodle pudding from the Eldridge
            Street Synagogue, cheese-and-butter sandwiches from St. George’s Episcopal Church, little toast-brown pasties from St. George’s
            Ukrainian Catholic Church, potted shrimps from the Fourth Universalist Society, pancakes from the Jan Hus Presbyterians, a
            nearly full carafe of coffee from St. Mark’s relief house, and an entire platter of Baptist ham from the Mariner’s Temple.
            She had invented three absent-yet-devout fiancés and enrolled in just as many conversion classes in order to secure the eatables,
            and became a local hero in the process. Her name was spoken in awed accents for three residential generations longer than
            anyone else’s, before or after.
         

         
         Mrs. Mossler had personally arranged the breakfast menu in 1929, and remained passionately evangelical on the subject of culinary conveniences, for no woman setting foot into an office thinking about the breakfast dishes in the sink or the dinner yet to be planned could be expected to keep her mind on the job, “or indeed to keep the job itself!” Mrs. Mossler’s belief that every Biedermeier girl was at once the ideal employee and within a hair’s breadth of being fired was unwavering. As being fired was the worst disaster she could imagine, worse than hatlessness or moral degradation, she imagined it fairly often and in vivid detail. She encouraged the girls to imagine the same, impressing upon them the closeness of mealtime to catastrophe and assigning a maximum of evils to the dinner bell, “for it has cut short many a promising career.” 

         
         This was more generally than particularly true for residents of the Biedermeier, which even in the grand old Art Deco days
            had failed to come out on the right side of the glamour line. Of course Biedermeier girls worked, some of them even regularly.
            But they rarely found employment in those promising industries that facilitated being addressed by their surname or riding
            in elevators with ambitious young men. Residents who worked as switchboard operators, bookkeepers, and assistant dressmakers
            in their first year could be reliably found among the ranks of switchboard operators, bookkeepers, and assistant dressmakers
            in their third, and usually back in Duluth or Essex County by their fifth.
         

         
         This dismayed Mrs. Mossler not at all. She had been born alongside the century and in every subsequent decade seen a wave
            of New Women descending on Manhattan to make good on the promises of the last. It was an article of unquestioning faith for
            her that each generation would be the one to finally make that grand push over the top. So each new year saw her as cheerful
            and vigilant as she had been in the last, once again bringing together mediocrities and their breakfast, first in day suits
            and on bicycles, then streetcar- and khaki-crazy, with unbuttoned overcoats and marcelled hair, and later as disciples of
            Schiaparelli carrying Pernod-colored gloves, as certain of the current crop’s success as she had been of their grandmothers’.
         

         
         The first three decades of the twentieth century had seen an out-and-out scramble among developers to build hotels for every sort of working women, boardinghouses being now as hopelessly old-fashioned for the office-girl generation as horsehair sofas had been for their mothers. The working woman’s moment required publicly available monuments to efficiency and reproducibility—part icebox for preserving virtue until such time as its usage might be lawfully required, part beehive for concentrating the secretarial pool, and part sorority. The few built before 1916 were massive hulks, relentlessly absorbing all the fresh air and daylight and casting all their neighbors in perpetual secondhand shade. Eventually their neighbors got together and demanded that the city safeguard the public’s access to the sun, which resulted in the 1916 Zoning Resolution. The hotels built in afteryears, including the Biedermeier, were forced to withdraw from the level of the street through progressive setbacks in what came to be known as wedding-cake style, as if each successive floor were being slowly eaten away. Venerable old firms, from the Allerton House Company to Murgatroyd & Ogden, all took a joint interest in producing neat little refrigerators for storing career-minded girls from just-good-enough families against spoilage, when root cellars and iceboxes would no longer do, or salt curing wouldn’t take; right up until October 1929, after which point they had enough problems of their own and left the hotels to fend for themselves. 

         
         For the truly down-and-out there was the House of Detention on Greenwich Avenue, which willingly accommodated all comers,
            even on short notice. Only slightly more discriminating was the Young Women’s Christian Association on East Sixteenth Street, rich in piety and poor in electricity, where management forbade the keeping of even a single dish in one’s room, lest
            residents might be tempted into the sin of washing up for themselves. French unfortunates hoping to transmute their suffering
            into employment as femmes de chambre might beg sanctuary at the Jeanne D’Arc Home on Eighth and Twenty-Fourth Streets, courtesy of the Fathers of Mercy, where it was not unheard of for boldhearted Yankees with barely passable schoolgirl
            French to try their luck anyhow.
         

         
         The Martha Washington Women’s Hotel on Twenty-Ninth Street between Park and Madison could boast nearly five hundred bedrooms, many of them en suite, and had a Renaissance Revival facade to boot, swathed in dressed stone, with a red belt of brick running between each floor. So far from denying residents the odd dish, the Martha Washington even applied for a license to serve wine, granted by the State Alcoholic Beverage Control Board in 1933 and approvingly noted by the paper of record as an appropriate result of the change in women’s drinking habits over the past decade, rather than an unsavory cause. The Barbizon on Sixty-Third was a sort of public curio cabinet, where celebrities and oilmen might park their most promising
            daughters for a few years to the benefit and beautification of the neighborhood, but rooms were available along the strictest
            of Calvinist terms. Only the elect might enter, and God had already made the whole of the elect known to one another.
         

         
         If the Biedermeier had never been among the first-rate of women’s hotels, Mrs. Mossler would never admit it. She believed
            in the unrelenting swell of feminine progress as only a child of the century could. Any woman who could with a straight face
            claim to occupy that fortunate bracket of age between eighteen and thirty-four, who could supply the real or merely plausible
            name of an employer, as well as two weeks’ rent, could safely appeal to Mrs. Mossler’s justice.
         

         
         The first-rate hotels were assembled in light brick or rusticated masonry, asked for three letters of reference, and boarded models, actresses, the best-looking stenographers and social workers, art students, choreographers, and magazine editors, who dutifully waited out their ambitions in an assortment of skyscrapers for three to five years before they could depart for their father’s or husband’s home without a conscious sense of failure. In the meanwhile there were any number of short-term careers to attempt, rehearsal studios to occupy, novels to begin concerning the peccadilloes of fellow residents, shows, restaurants, public and private libraries, conservatories, dates to meet at their clubs, museums, botanical gardens, abortions, dances, Daughters of the American Revolution, and public hearings at the halls of justice. By the end of this period, any of them might honestly say to herself that she had really done something with her time in the city, that she had, if anything, realized her aspirations sooner than she ever expected, that she had never intended to stay any longer than five years to begin with, and that her family really had gotten their money’s worth out of the whole thing. Those years, which in less expert hands might have grown shabby, acquired a retroactive patina of distinction that would only deepen with time, gracefully framed by stonework and iron sculpted into cursive flourishes. A little interlude all her own, with no shared landmarks or memories that anyone else at home might claim a stake in or contradict, a wholly private history to refine and elaborate over the course of another lifetime, was a fine bargain for half a decade. 

         
         The third-rate places asked for no references at all, but made up for it with a florid, pious overfamiliarity, where floor
            managers were addressed as “mothers” and residents as “daughters” or even “our girls,” and no meal could be set upon before
            chanting in unison some shockingly abbreviated prayer of thanksgiving, one that more often than not attempted to rhyme “food”
            with “good.”
         

         
         Rounding out the middle of the pack was the Trowmart Inn at the northwest corner of Abingdon Square, the Allerton Hotel at East Fifty-Seventh Street, the Evangeline opposite Gramercy Park, which looked reasonable enough on the outside but was secretly run by the Salvation Army. There was the increasingly shabby East End on Seventy-Eighth Street and FDR Drive, the Rutledge on Lexington, and near Union Square, the Margaret Louisa Home, initially “for Protestant Women,” then later, simply, “for Women,” Protestantism either having become negotiable or merely implied. For the literary-minded and well-to-do there was also the Hroswitha Club, convened by the frightening-sounding Sarah Gildersleeve Fife in an act of social dominance in the last year of the war. But as there were precious few new arrivals to the city confident enough to say “Hroswitha” aloud for the very first time to a taxi driver, this hardly entered Mrs. Mossler’s thoughts. 

         
         Mrs. Mossler had arrived at the Biedermeier within three years of the grand opening, and had so far outlasted her contemporaries that no one within living memory had any sense of how the building might have been run before her. She had joined her fortune to the Biedermeier after the collapse of her first quiet little dream of operating a tearoom. The combination of Prohibition and the proliferation of the genteel lady motorist had produced a short-lived boom in light lunch. The larger and cruder the vehicle, the greater the demand grew for thin, tender half meals on dainty china. Working women who had a generation earlier been earmarked for nursing or teaching school began to set aside their little, all in hopes of renting a garden storefront or cottage to serve sandwiches from, and Mrs. Mossler (Emmie then) dreamed of nothing but hooked rugs, wicker furniture, chipped chicken on toast, trained wisteria on latticework, paper-shaded lanterns, blue-and-white lacquered dishes, painted tables, floors of glazed faience tile, potted ferns and catbriers, and rehabilitated hearths snapping efficiently through the afternoon. Of course there would have to be lemonade, and fussy miniature cakes to reel drivers in from the dusty pleasures of the open road, but she did not trouble herself overmuch with an occasional, unavoidable compromise with bad taste. Some of the furniture itself might be for sale, unmarked of course, with a preference for hickory and Colonial patterns, to the discerning customer eager to clear her own parlor of heavy Victorian furniture and thick draperies. It was a dazzling vision of homeyness and tempting little morsels on toast. She had resolved never to stoop to the level of chintz exhibited by those mushrooming roadside deformities with winking names like Dew Drop Inn or Roll-E Poll-E. Hers would be a quiet monument to discerning taste and modest, never urgent appetite. The mental cultivation of such modesty acted as a sort of protective charm. “Only a little, only a little” became the silent watchword of her industry as she made her preparations. The tearoom had the advantage
            of improving the countryside with a dose of urbanity and improving the city with a touch of country charm, had neither alcohol
            nor chef’s salaries to trouble its owner, and had the happy knack of bringing together operators and customers in a shared
            home away from home. Nothing Arthurian, she decided firmly, having herself endured too many indifferent meals in out-of-the-way
            places run by grandmotherly types called Tintagel or Joyous Gard, and certainly no Xanadus or El Dorados. Nothing overly familiar,
            like Emmie’s, and nothing literary like House Beautiful. No alliteration—no Polly’s Pantry, no Whistling Waitress, no Chimney
            Corners—nothing celestial like Seventh Heaven or Silver Lining. No false sense of the pastoral, no The Willows on East Twenty-Third
            Street. The Carriage House or the Copper Kettle she considered acceptably prosaic.
         

         
         Having secured a lease on West Forty-Sixth Street as well as a hired Hungarian girl named Nadin to clear tea trays and churn
            the ice cream, Emmie was briefly deflated to learn there was already a Carriage House and a Copper Kettle in operation within
            ten blocks. She soon resigned herself to the White Quill after rejecting the Samovar as too open an overture to the bohemians,
            who were sure to come but unlikely to settle their bills either at the conventional time or in the customary mode of exchange.
         

         
         What she had failed to take into account while pleasantly contemplating the modesty of her compromise was the prevalence of that very same modesty among other women of her breeding and background. By the end of 1927 there were thirty tearooms on a single block of Twenty-Ninth Street alone. The bohemians stopped in for a saucer of tea and cake in all of them. There was an Old Mill just opposite the White Quill, with a blue-and-gilt awning and the most luscious spherical paper lanterns that blinked dreamily awake shortly after sunset every summer’s evening. In addition to chipped chicken on toast and peach ice cream, it also served Hungarian delicacies like chicken Paprikás and sour cherry soup, which Emmie unexpectedly discovered from observing Nadin’s brilliantly violet-stained mouth one afternoon. 

         
         Nadin, disappointingly, could only appreciate such national dishes, but could not re-create them, in spite of Emmie’s most
            encouraging attempts to incite her to try. “It was as red as pink, and as pink as red,” Nadin said, shaking her head. “I cannot
            describe it more. So beautiful, beautiful, and I cannot cook it for you.” She was neat and punctual, was fastidious with a
            tea tray, smoked cigarettes beautifully, and was otherwise entirely useless. Emmie, who considered this particular type of
            incompetence as a promising indicator of potential, liked her enormously.
         

         
         Almost every other lady proprietor in the teahouse boom had Colonial-pattern furniture for sale, and rattan-and-wicker porch
            sets in the summer, potted ferns and glazed tile flooring, homemade strawberry preserves, and scarlet runners just outside
            their charming wooden front doors. A few had French menus and charged ninety cents for chicken salad. The city was seemingly
            overflowing with lady motorists with a restrained yen for a small dish of cold curried lobster and stylish hostesses eager
            to accommodate them. The dreamworld grew too crowded, and the whole city seemed a sea of tastefully appointed living rooms.
            The White Quill sputtered along for a year and a half before expiring gently and without protest. Nadin wiped her hands decisively
            on the tea towel folded into her waistband, trotted across the street into the Old Mill, and never emerged again.
         

         
         Emmie walked home slowly, stopping to inquire about open positions at every hotel, cafeteria, and department store between the Quill and her apartment in Kips Bay, having decided the problem with the tearoom was one of scale, and resolving from now on to deal with mealtime as a shared public prospect rather than as a private enterprise. This process took rather longer than expected, since in each new building she had to size up the various employees on the floor before deciding on the likeliest candidate to be the hiring manager, wait until he was no longer engaged in conversation or stocktaking, adjust the strap on her left shoe that slid further off her ankle the longer she walked, work up the courage to address him without introduction, arrange her face in a neutral expression when he left to consult with some remote authority, and so on, with each rejection feeling a rising sense of panic as well as of rudeness. 

         
         By the time she reached the Biedermeier she had acquired and then lost a wholly imaginary Mr. Mossler, hoping his name would
            confer an aura of matronly dignity to her inquiries they might otherwise have lacked after a year of brewing lemonade and
            molding salmon pâté. Whether it was that intimation of reputable widowhood or a more practiced and careless air, having already
            struck out dozens of times, she could not say, but she considered the name a good-luck token thereafter. It had been a long
            and unpleasant walk, chafing her sense of reserve as well as her feet, and in time it took on the same dimensions of the Stations
            of the Cross in her memory: here the penultimate humiliation; there the final broken strap of shoe.
         

         
         The Biedermeier was a tidy fifteen-story structure set back on an irregular lot, running for 126 feet or eleven window bays north-south and 120 feet or ten window bays east-west, receding into a horseshoe wrapped about a slender, airy courtyard beyond the fifth floor, with wrought iron balconies installed at the tenth and fifteenth. Inside, it had not a single hooked rug, nor a stitch of Colonial furniture, only deep pile carpeting, a scattershot assortment of plush green-and-yellow two-seaters, and a mirrored sideboard pushed against the far wall from the entrance. There was only one clerk at the front desk, who handily answered the question of whom to approach, and he was not busy in the least, was in fact delighted to field her inquiry, and by unlikely coincidence, could use a resourceful young person with a little experience, not too young of course—a young widow would suit their purposes admirably—she had scarcely removed her gloves before she was putting
            them back on again to run home to pack an overnight bag. Her loyalty, first to the Biedermeier and second to communal dining,
            was sealed from that day on.
         

         
         While little outside the building ever claimed her attention, she could be counted on to have a fairly up-to-the-minute sense
            of what the other women’s hotels were doing, the size of their enrollment and staff, the gradual repurposing of servants’
            quarters and the citywide postwar drop in occupancies; who was cutting back on their milk order; who was making the switch
            from weekly to monthly rent; and who was considering going coed. Within the Biedermeier her dominion extended to all the residential
            floors, including the mezzanine, the former palm court, and the front desk. The mechanical floor, the garage, and the basement
            were the province of Mr. Gantz and his seemingly inexhaustible supply of nephews who served as porters and errand boys. There
            were rumors of an off-site owner who outranked even Mrs. Mossler, but hardly anyone believed in him.
         

         
         The ground-floor restaurant ran along self-service lines and required only a skeleton crew to arrange and monitor the dinner buffet, although had anyone wished to adhere strictly to the letter of the law, only Mrs. Mossler was entitled to manage the front-house dining staff. By that same law, she was technically entitled to fillet any and all fish entrées in need of boning tableside, as well as mixing salads, although it had been years since she had felt the need to lend that kind of prestige to a meal. The lounge steward had been easily replaced by a key on Mrs. Mossler’s chatelaine during the Depression. The former palm court was now a makeshift library, meeting space, and studio, and the rooftop garden on the sixth floor was jealously guarded by its proprietor, who interrogated would-be visitors so ferociously that most of them abandoned the idea of lunch al fresco. In addition to restaurant staff, the Biedermeier employed an elevator operator, Stephen, whose rule was confined to the daylight hours. After sunset he was not permitted to hold doors, to press buttons, or to ascend any higher than the lobby level. Stephen was a sort of perpetual student who worked toward his degree after the manner of the fairy bird in the Brothers Grimm story about eternity, who every hundred years flew to the top of a distant mountain and sharpened his beak on it. Strictly speaking, Stephen was also responsible for enforcing curfew against any non-Gantz males in the building, but Stephen was not a strict person, and did not go out of his way to look for them. 

         
         There were also two day maids, both of whom declined to live in the building themselves, and five semiprofessional floor managers, who were really only glorified residents themselves. There really ought to have been fifteen managers, one for each floor, but most had been struck with a simultaneous case of patriotic wanderlust in 1941, gave notice to join the war effort, and never returned. In subsequent years, as the remaining few peeled off, Mrs. Mossler found it increasingly difficult to convince the older tenants that they required the same daily supervision that they had submitted to placidly enough as ingenues of 1939. Like many champions of progress, she was quick to declare a cause lost and was therefore as perfectly happy to abandon the question of residential directors as she had been the question of who held the right to carve fish and mix a vinaigrette tableside. Besides which, most of the girls preferred Catalina dressing from a bottle nowadays, and so the remaining managers saw their territories expand even as their responsibilities dwindled. 

         
         It was really only the first-floor director, Katherine Heap, who still held any regular duties worth noting—minding the library,
            which in practice meant knocking on doors every month or so and repossessing any books left out on the nightstand; manning
            the reception desk during Mrs. Mossler’s rounds and taking down any telephone messages that came through in her absence; supervising
            maintenance requests and their subsequent denials; handling whatever other little odds or ends that might arise in the course
            of daily life that did not fall within the remit of the kitchen, which like all kitchens ignored any outside interference;
            and discouraging men from using the elevators, since Stephen could not be counted on to stop them.
         

         
         “Well, just do what you can,” Mrs. Mossler said abstractedly when Katherine had asked just how strenuously she was expected
            to discourage them, whether it was forbidden outright or merely disapproved of when done too conspicuously. “Plenty of them
            will still get in, of course, so don’t wear yourself out trying to stop them from closing the doors or anything. But if you
            happen to be nearby, you can frown or hang up a note. Of course there’s no need to bother the reliable ones.”
         

         
         Whether Katherine had a particularly discouraging frown, or whether the kind of men likely to try breaching the inviolability of the Biedermeier were an especially easily dismayed bunch, she could never be quite sure. There was something slightly thrilling about the possibility that she might possess a forbidding aspect. Men so rarely told her anything about herself, and it was wonderful to think this might not be the result of unremarkable features but rather attributable to certain grim and austere offices of her scowl. But she could hardly chase after the men who wandered nearly into the elevator bay before catching sight of her, conspicuously looking at their watches, then turning around to ask, “Did you really forget you were due somewhere else before just this minute, or were you really afraid of me just now?” This was too bad, as Katherine very much wanted to ask them. 

         
         And, she had thought, I think I could be happy with any answer they might give me, even if it were a conspicuously gallant lie. Because if on the
               one hand a man had been frightened of me, I would be enormously pleased with myself, and if on the other hand he hadn’t been
               frightened of me, he might have found my desire to be found frightening (which is not the same thing as being frightening,
               I think) charming, and that would be its own kind of pleasure. Or, if he had found me frightening to begin with, but had easily
               recovered by the time I stopped him, then I would still be formidable without his having to be a coward, and that might be
               best of all.

         
         As Katherine did not bother wondering whether women found her intimidating, and did not dare ask men, she remained in a constant
            state of necessary ignorance of her own ferocity, a condition that seemed likely to persist indefinitely.
         

         
         Not minding outside interference herself, Katherine had managed to achieve an exceptional Biedermeier tenure of nine years, most other floor directors averaging three. The first floor was her only official charge, but unofficially, floors two, three, and eight through eleven also fell under her bailiwick, making her Mrs. Mossler’s deputy in almost all things. She did not resent the incidental accumulation of duties that accompanied seniority. Neither did she mind killing insects (of reasonable size), giving directions, smoothing out hangovers, impersonating a professional reference for girls looking for jobs, impersonating Mrs. Mossler on the telephone (only when unavoidable), inquiring after lost laundry, or performing any other by-the-way tasks that fell within her sphere of influence. New girls, once acquainted with the full sweep of functions Katherine did not mind, saw to it that theirs landed within that sphere as swiftly as possible. This was, she had decided, more charming than irritating, and she enjoyed their obvious sense of triumph at “getting one over,” many of them for the first time in their lives, almost as much as they did. 

         
         The better part of the morning had been given over to the recovery of the various managerial odds and ends that Mrs. Mossler
            had lent to residents over the course of the previous year in anticipation of Moving Day. Since Mrs. Mossler only ever lent
            her things on the spur of the moment (if given the chance to consider whether she could spare it, she would always shrink
            from making a decision) and never wrote anything down, the process of reclaiming Biedermeier equipment was a long and piecemeal
            affair. Every year it involved a great many “just saying hello” knocks and meandering conversations designed to lead up to,
            “By the way, I don’t suppose you’ve seen that little gray glue pot of Mr. Gantz’s?” or “Mrs. Mossler’s cabbage-rose pincushion?”
            or “That jar of varnish I had on the desk in the lobby last Monday?”
         

         
         There were several possible acceptable responses to such questions: “I don’t think so . . . but I’ll keep an eye out for it. You said it was gray?” thereby giving the impression that the girl considered herself formally deputized to complete the task on Katherine’s behalf, taking up the banner as her own, even confirming a detail as proof she’d been listening, or else, “No, I don’t think I have. You might try Corinne’s room. I think she’s been taking piecework home from the dresser’s,” thereby giving Katherine a consequent and face-saving clue, prolonging the chase and lending it the dignity of an official investigation, complete with suspects and witnesses. It was not strictly “on” to provide Katherine with the object she was looking for on the spot, since everyone benefited from an atmosphere of vagueness around private contraband, nor (for the same reason) to announce positively who presently had it. Their traffic was in narrowing down possibilities rather than establishing definitive answers, which
            would have benefited no one but the house.
         

         
         The Biedermeier still observed the old Dutch custom of Moving Day, whereby all annual leases expired simultaneously and at
            once, on the first stroke of midnight, May first. Every girl hoping to improve her situation, whether desirous of more light
            in the mornings, trying to avoid a new construction project or to move closer to the telephone at the end of the hall, was
            in a mad dash to disgorge all her belongings from her room before her juniors, who might then descend as a single body into
            her castoff, to pick it over inch by inch and fight for a lesser prize. Since fewer girls petitioned for admission at the
            Biedermeier every year, the minute differences between cells (cells really was the only word for them) carried increasingly consequential weight, such that an extra half inch of space along
            one wall might make the difference between squalid impossibility and paradise.
         

         
         Katherine had timed her visits so that the last before lunch would take her to Lucianne’s room on the third floor. Lucianne, having received an honorable discharge from Ma Bell that winter, now lived off her union severance and claimed to be training for stenotype via correspondence at LaSalle Extension University. She even displayed, as proof of her seriousness, a clipped advertisement of a woman with an optimistic bob-and-fringe saying, “Look who’s smiling now! Why shouldn’t a woman be happy when she proves she can make big money doing work she really enjoys?” As usual, Lucianne’s door was wide open and the interior respectfully mobbed with visitors. Her room was conveniently situated neither too close to nor too far from the elevator, received excellent sun in the afternoon while still facing away from the street, and had the additional attraction of real rosewood furniture, which Lucianne had arranged to be shipped directly from her ancestral home in Delaware. Compared to the other rooms in the hotel, which came outfitted only with a chipboard desk and chair, a camp bed, a ceramic washstand, and a low dresser of indeterminate provenance, Lucianne’s rosewood bureau, daybed with scrolled footboard and linen coverlet, and real writing table with pigeonholes might as well have come from the Amber Room. But they came from Delaware, no less, which sounded as exotic as Prussia to everyone else in the building, most of them hailing from somewhere on Long Island or the Midwest. 

         
         Lucianne had draped herself onto the floor against the side of her bed, irritatingly tasteful in an oatmeal-colored Shetland
            sweater, snug trousers the color of claret, neat little moccasins, and a man’s watch with a plain leather band. Katherine’s
            own skirt suit, not yet a season old, and which the salesgirl had taken great pains to assure her was garnet, proved by comparison
            to be decidedly and dispiritingly grape in color.
         

         
         There had really been no reason to buy the suit, especially with that soft-bloused, muffled neck that threatened to utterly
            obliterate the line of her jaw, which was not always as definite as Katherine might have wished it to be. The suit had not
            even the virtue of being particularly inexpensive, such that she might have been able to console herself by having come out
            ahead on the deal. Its only real recommendation was that it had been the last thing she tried on after a number of even worse
            eyesores, mostly sleeveless and drawn unfortunately high and tight across the chest.
         

         
         “They’re almost all like that this year, worse luck for us,” the girl had said by way of apology, which was worse still.

         
         After trying a few of them Katherine had been overcome with such a panicked, relentless sense of being encased that she stole only the briefest of glimpses at herself in the mirror in the suit before beginning to take it off and saying, “Yes, yes, I see what you mean, it really is garnet. Now that I can see it properly under the light, I see exactly what you mean,” dizzy with the relief of being able to comply. 

         
         She had, at least, traded an immeasurable problem for a solvable one. An indifferent suit could be amended, accounted for,
            reworked, even treated with a compensatory overcoat or reserved for an unpleasant occasion. Katherine might safely imagine
            herself about to stumble upon something lush and unexpectedly becoming, if not for the existence of the faulty suit, rather
            than daily confront the question of where to find a new one, why she had not secured one already, which shops to choose between,
            the measurements to determine, whether to go now, or now, or now. The grape suit had real hope of claiming her attention and drive to useful ends. It might never look really nice,
            but it could still be the target of a worthwhile campaign of improvement, and the defensiveness with which she wore it slackened.
         

         
         Seated at the writing table was Carol Lipscomb, ordinarily of the eleventh floor, in pink tights, coral slippers, and black
            and blond everywhere else. In the doorway stood Pauline Carter (second floor) and Kitty Milham (first). Pauline had taken
            to dressing like a country squire after seeing Albert Finney in Tom Jones at Cinema 1 the summer before, which suited her no end, with her high forehead and smoothed-back dark hair. She alternated between severe, almost chaste necklines with borrowed handkerchiefs refashioned into cravats or else billowing silk shirts plucked open at the throat. Today Pauline wore a mustard-and-cream waistcoat with breech-cut trousers, and yet somehow she did not look even remotely like a pirate, which Katherine certainly would have in her place. Kitty, in a blessedly nondescript pastel shift and house slippers, was the first to catch Katherine’s approach, drawing slightly back from the threshold to accommodate her. 

         
         The subject of the afternoon’s discussion was Stephen, the daytime elevator operator, and what ought to be done about him.
            Stephen, it was generally agreed, was a sympathetic person, and for fifty-one weeks out of the year hardly anyone found in
            him any cause for complaint. He was neither inquiring nor meddlesome, seemed to understand with silent intuition which dates
            ought to be kept out of the elevators and which should be permitted to ride up, and could largely be counted on for assistance
            straightening a bureau or running out for cigarettes. But the first week of May found him every year without fail a wholly
            changed creature, offensively conscious of his increased value and determined to profit by it, and as dangerous as a landlord,
            requiring great caution in handling.
         

         
         The hallways were jumbled with boxes and ashtrays and books, collapsible wardrobes, broken dressers, and various other unsteady
            hills of movables, and Stephen had not one but two hand trolleys in his possession, besides which he also had a key to the service elevator. During Moving Day week no ordinary
            tip could move him. No resident who considered herself his particular friend the rest of the year would think to lean upon
            that friendship in order to secure a Moving Day appointment in advance, nor to hurry him beyond the limits of his own recondite
            schedule. On Moving Day itself Stephen was patient and pitiless. Next week would see a return to form, but until then no law
            could constrain him, no ordinance hasten him, and Stephen would recognize no authority besides the law of coin.
         

         
         “Carol thinks we should kill him, like the King of the Wood,” Lucianne said before Katherine had the chance to speak. Carol was a classical studies student at Hunter College. She had switched majors in her sophomore year after coming to the realization that if she studied hard enough, and long enough, she might become fairly good at translating Latin, but the same could not be said for understanding Hegel, so she was subsequently more or less seriously treated by the other residents as if she were the Oracle at Delphi. This was not to say that anyone followed her advice any more than they did anyone else’s, since no one did, but it was fashionable to consult her before doing whatever one wanted. “The priest who slew the slayer, and shall himself be slain—Does Mrs. Mossler have any pinking shears? We could shroud his body in linen and bury it underneath the foundations of the
            building, for good luck. Do you know what he did when I offered him a half-dollar to help wrap my dresser?”
         

         
         “I expect he laughed at you,” Katherine said, slipping into the space Kit had made for her, “and as a matter of fact I believe
            the shears are missing. As are her plaster-of-Paris kit and trowel. And wouldn’t you have to take over Stephen’s work, if
            you killed him like the King of the Wood?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Carol said, “besides which, immurement doesn’t do any good if you do it after the building is already put together.
            You have to bury someone underneath the foundation before the cornerstone is laid.”
         

         
         Lucianne gestured blandly around the room—though in reference to which question Katherine couldn’t be sure—then returned to the discussion of how best to secure Stephen’s cooperation for the next day. For some reason or another Katherine had failed to secure general interest in her point, although she could not have said whether she had offended or merely bored Lucianne. This was very often the case with Lucianne, although of course it was also possible that she had simply failed to hear her. Lucianne would often listen very carefully and with a great show of attention to the first half of almost any statement or question, then, python-like, break it off and digest it directly, without bothering to attend whatever else might be said afterward. 

         
         During the whole of the greater conversation, Kitty had at various points begun to open her mouth, look pointedly at Katherine,
            then just as pointedly look elsewhere, and cross and recross her hands over her waist. Katherine recognized immediately the
            signs that a trapping invitation was forthcoming. Kitty took advantage of a momentary lull at last to ask, in an offhand way,
            “What are you doing in the afternoon a couple of Thursdays from now, Katherine?”
         

         
         Hideous question! And no way out of it that Katherine could see. To answer, “Why do you ask?” would be to admit she doubted
            Kitty’s motives and, worse, make it obvious that she planned to lie in the event of an unappealing answer. And yet not to
            ask would be worse still—to commit anywhere from a quarter of an hour to a half day on some project of Kitty’s, sight unseen
            and with no chance of escape, was unbearable. Would Kitty accept a deferral and a promise to check her diary? (But Kitty always
            kept track of other people’s deferrals.)
         

         
         “I might have borrowed those shears, Kat,” Carol said. “I’m supposed to be heading back upstairs anyway.”

         
         A reprieve, at least. “I’ll go with you,” Katherine said gratefully, then to Kitty: “I’ll stop by your room later, shall I?
            And you can tell me more about it then.” Kitty only stared at her with wider eyes than usual, and Katherine felt a brief flash
            of doubt before the more familiar irritation settled down over it. Perhaps something really was urgently important with Kitty?
         

         
         But nothing had ever been urgently important with Kitty, Katherine reassured herself on the ride up to Carol’s room. Kitty was
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