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On January 14, 1964, a Tuesday, the newest, brightest branch of the City Federal Bank of New York was robbed. The robbery occurred at exactly 2:33 P.M., and the thief got away with $52,611 in United States currency.

This branch, at Madison Avenue and Seventy-fifth Street, was the thirteenth which the rapidly expanding City Federal Bank had opened in New York, and it had been functioning for only eighteen business days before the robbery took place. The bank had been planned from the beginning as part of the twenty-two-story, luxury apartment house that loomed over it. Its vaults were forty feet below street level, sunk in a mighty pocket of bedrock, and supposedly proof against anything less than a direct bull’s-eye hit by an atomic bomb. No battery of men armed with acetylene torches could ever penetrate that vault, much less a burglar.

The street level of the bank was differently but no less effectively protected. Not only were there four burly, armed guards, but alarm buttons were everywhere. Let a teller so much as breathe uneasily and an alarm went off, simultaneously in the bank, the local police station, the local private protection agency, and in the manager’s office. At the same time, 16 mm. cameras were activated which photographed every inch of the interior and exterior of the bank. Let a thief by some miracle manage an escape; still his image, from a dozen different angles, would be impressed on film to dog him to his fate.

In spite of all this, the bank was robbed. The thief entered the bank at exactly 2:28 P.M. She was a small, slow-moving old lady, seemingly somewhat more than seventy years old. Those who remembered her—and no one remarks too closely upon an old lady—seemed to feel that her face was gentle and sweet, and the glimpses of her recorded on the 16 mm. film displayed an acceptable twin sister of Whistler’s mother. Her hair was pale gray to white, and she carried a large, old-fashioned purse, a cross between a shopping bag and a briefcase. Her walk was arthritic, wonderfully convincing, and her face proclaimed the fact that she bore the pain and indignity of old age with sweetness and fortitude. Such old people are admirable; and this admirable quality of courage was evident in the old lady thief. Her face was lined and wrinkled, seamed all over like a gallant relief map. Three witnesses swore that no makeup could supply that living, mobile network of wrinkles—only old age, and the vicissitudes to which most of us are subject. But deep among those wrinkles, her eyes shone pale and clear—shining blue eyes, open, honest, innocent; windows of a clean and forthright soul, if indeed the eyes are the windows of the soul.

This fine and brave old lady, who might have been your mother or mine, was evidently dissatisfied with Social Security or the carefully hoarded savings of a lifetime, for she proceeded directly and firmly to a paying teller’s window—Miss Freda Sereno was the teller’s name—opened her very large bag, and took from it an ugly and very efficient Luger automatic pistol. Laying this well-made Teutonic instrument of destruction on the counter, shielding it with her hand, her body, and a black-lace handkerchief, she spoke to the teller in a firm if aged voice:

“Young lady, this is a Luger pistol, loaded and deadly. You will do as I say, or I will kill you.”

Unable to articulate, Miss Sereno nodded. Like most bank tellers, she had frequently speculated as to what her reaction would be in a situation of this kind; and while now and then she had dallied with the notion of heroic deeds, she had always come to the more sober conclusion that she who does a thief obey, gets to live another day. Under the counter, just inches from her foot, was a button that would send a clangor of alarm through the bank, and electronically to the police and the protection agency; but for the moment her foot was frozen and incapable of moving the necessary inches.

“Now, Miss Sereno,” the old lady went on, reading the teller’s name from the little plaque that proudly displayed it, “you will pass across to me that package of five-hundred-dollar bills there in your drawer, also that package of one-hundred-dollar bills, and those bills you were counting as well.”

Miss Sereno did as directed, and the old lady scooped the money into her huge purse. Then she noticed a thin package of one-thousand-dollar bills in one corner of the drawer (a special order that the manager had asked Miss Sereno to hold for a few hours) and her blue eyes lit with delight.

“Those, too,” she said. “I never saw a thousand-dollar bill. You do have an interesting position, Miss Sereno.”

Miss Sereno surrendered the thousand-dollar bills, and the old lady thanked her politely. Then she returned the big Luger pistol to her purse, and walked directly to the ladies’ room, which was about forty feet away from the teller’s window. She entered the ladies’ room, and as the door closed behind her, Miss Sereno, forgetful of the alarm button, began to scream. She screamed several times—until all four armed guards converged upon her window, followed closely by the manager, and two vice-managers. It took them at least forty seconds to subdue her hysteria, and another forty seconds to obtain from her the gist of what had transpired.

Immediately, the guards went into action, drawing their revolvers and advancing upon the ladies’ room. The customers of the bank, torn between fear and excitement, retreated to the other side of the lobby, leaving the space between the guards and the ladies’ room ominously empty—not unlike that empty, sun-drenched street that stretches between the two gunmen in every western film, empty and lonely, and containing what some like to call “the moment of truth.”

But this moment of truth lay within the shelter of that firm barrier to any American male’s advance, the door of a ladies’ toilet; and in tribute to this, the armed guards hesitated another twenty or thirty seconds. They knew that there was no other way out of the toilet than the door they faced; and one of them, Steve O’Conner by name, sought to maintain the proprieties by roaring:

“Come out, old lady—and with your hands up!”

Whereupon the door to the ladies’ room opened, and a hysterical young woman emerged. This young woman was—according to the concensus of the many witnesses—about thirty, perhaps a few years younger. She was about five feet, four inches; jet-black hair cut short; small, tight figure; regular features. Good-looking. She wore a yellow suit, brown shoes, and carried a small, brown alligator purse. A woman of wealth and at ease with wealth—that too was the general opinion.

She came out of the door backward and cried out, “In there! That hideous old woman!”

“Did she have a gun?” one of the guards demanded.

The young woman nodded.

“She’s in there?”

“Yes.”

Throwing delicacy to the winds, the armed guards burst into the ladies’ room. Meanwhile, Mr. Richard Shepson, the bank manager, always keenly aware of lawsuits, gave his arm to the young woman with the black hair, offered her the comforts of his private office, and directed one of the young lady comptometrists employed by the bank to lead her there. Simultaneously, the guards had occupied the ladies’ room, which appeared to be empty. However, they were no longer deterred by modesty and they tried the toilet stalls. There were four of these. Three were open and unoccupied. The fourth was locked. They leveled their weapons at this locked stall and told the apparent occupant that she was covered and might as well come out. No reply. One of the guards then raised up on his toes and peered over the edge of the stall—and informed the others that the stall was empty of human presence, although locked on the inside.

A guard climbed in and opened the door. Four guards made a tight fit in the toilet stall, but they were all intrigued by the contents: a large purse, an old black coat, and a gray-white wig. In the purse, they found a rubber face mask and a Luger pistol that was put together out of one of those toy plastic kits that every toy and stationery store handles by the thousands.

While the guards were no brighter than bank guards usually are, it took no more than seconds to make the connection between this lifeless material and the young woman with the black hair. The guards rushed back into the bank, but the young lady was gone. She had informed the bank clerk that she was quite all right and had walked out of the front door and had disappeared.

It was four o’clock on that same day, and outside it had begun to snow lightly. In the shining, gleaming, unbreakable interior of the bank, three plainclothes detectives clung to their tempers and tried to display patient courtesy. It was the new image of the New York City cop; and the Nineteenth Squad, being in the very heart of what is known as the golden rectangle of New York City, was obviously in the vanguard of the “new image” movement. This was not so difficult for Sergeant Adrian Kelly, who was young, good-looking, possessed of excellent digestion, and reasonably flexible. It was far more difficult for Lieutenant Leonard Rothschild, whose age was forty-six, whose digestion was wretched, and whose flexibility had practically ceased. It was nigh onto impossible for Captain Harold Bixbee, who commanded the Fourth Detective District, who was past fifty, and who had developed into cynical manhood at a time when the word “image” meant something carved out of wood or stone, and not something carved out of Madison Avenue.

For example, Lieutenant Rothschild kept repeating that he did not believe it; and each time he stated his disbelief, the four burly bank guards who stood in front of him hung their heads a little more heavily.

“It is the fourteenth of January,” Lieutenant Rothschild said. “Outside it is snowing. It is cold and miserable, and in January New Yprk can give the world lessons in the art of being cold and miserable. And yet a lady walks out of that ladies’ John in a bright-yellow suit, and it doesn’t mean one damn thing to you. Right?”

“It ain’t that, it just don’t make the full connection, Lieutenant,” said one of the guards whose name was Krautman.

“What?”

“I mean we are looking for an old lady. I mean, we see this old lady. I see her myself, Lieutenant. She comes over to me and says to me, ‘Young man, I need money. So what window do I go to?’ She’s so nice and sweet—I mean, I got a mother. I feel about those things. So I don’t send her to Mr. Kenelly, who is maybe a little impatient with old ladies. I send her over to Miss Sereno.”

“Because Miss Sereno likes old ladies?”

“That’s right.”

“I don’t believe it,” said Lieutenant Rothschild.

“I believe it,” said Captain Bixbee. “I have just never seen its equal. Not in a whole lifetime have I seen its equal.” And to a guard, “You—what’s your name?”

“O’Conner, Lieutenant.”

“I’m a captain, O’Conner,” Bixbee told him. “It was not handed to me, either. I worked hard to be a captain, and now I am captain of the Fourth Detective Division. Do you think you can remember that?”

“Yes, Captain,” O’Conner said firmly.

“I’m glad. What else can you remember?”

“Everything, Captain.”

“They all remember,” Rothschild said sourly. “Only when a dame in a yellow suit and no coat walks out of a can in midwinter, they figure it is par for the course. What about you, O’Conner? Did it strike you as peculiar?”

“No, sir.”

“No—of course not. You are a guard in a bank. Did you see any dame in a yellow suit go into the john?”

“No, Lieutenant.”

“Honesty, integrity,” Bixbee sighed. “Get them the hell out of here before I kill one of them.”

Miss Sereno, the teller, was emotional, and she began to cry.

“Naturally she is going to react,” said Mr. Shepson, the manager. “She has just been through a major emotional experience.”

“She supplied all the emotion,” Rothschild commented, his face sadly expressionless. “What about it, Miss Sereno? We are your friends. Can you pull yourself together?”

“Suppose someone pointed a gun at you and threatened to kill you?”

“It wasn’t a gun. It was a kid’s toy.”

“But just tell me, did I know it was a toy? Just suppose you tell me that? Cops always know all the answers. Well, I am not a cop. I am just a teller in a bank.”

“Please, Miss Sereno,” Captain Bixbee said softly, “we understand the natural fear you must have felt. No one enjoys having a gun pointed at him; and in such a moment, no one is going to be coolheaded enough to decide whether a gun is real or not real. I am more interested to know why you never stepped on the alarm button?”

“Because I never thought of it. I was too scared to think about anything.”

“And you had no doubts about this old lady being an old lady?”

“No. She walked like an old lady and she talked like an old lady.”

“Did you see the yellow suit come out of the johnny?” Rothschild demanded indelicately.

“Yes.”

“And it never occurred to you that such an outfit was an odd outfit for midwinter?”

“No, of course not.”

“It never occurred to you that the lady in the yellow suit and the old lady who robbed you were one and the same person?”

“No.”

“You mean it never occurred to you. We know now that they were one and the same person.”

“I don’t,” Miss Sereno said firmly. She had dried her tears, and now she was tired of being pushed around. She had her own mind, and it was made up. “The old lady was an old lady.”

“Oh, now, do be reasonable, Miss Sereno,” said Mr. Shepson, the manager. “We found the wig, the latex mask, and the toy gun—so we do know that she was not an old woman.”

“I only know what I saw,” Miss Sereno replied.

“That’s understandable,” Lieutenant Rothschild said. “I am more interested in the thousand-dollar bills.”

“The thousand-dollar bills,” Mr. Shepson said, his face tightening with pain. “Would you believe it, Lieutenant, I spent sixteen years in the Fortieth Street branch of our bank, and in those sixteen years I never saw a thousand-dollar bill? I mean, banks just don’t have them. They are curiosities, not useful coin of the realm.”

“Yet you had a package of thirty of them sitting there in Miss Sereno’s drawer—and another package of thirty five-hundred-dollar bills. Are five-hundred-dollar bills considered useful coin of the realm, as you put it, Mr. Shepson?”

“No, not really,” Mr. Shepson replied. He was a portly, nervous man, nervous by disposition and doubly nervous now, sweating, wiping his brow, and glancing at the door constantly—a door through which, momentarily, a number of high personages of the enormous bank which employed him would enter; and these high personages would hardly exempt Mr. Shepson from blame in this very successful robbery.

“What do you mean—not really?”

“One doesn’t see five-hundred-dollar bills very often these days. This is not an age of cash, Lieutenant. I understand that, in the nineteen twenties, it was a common thing for a bank to handle hundreds of five-hundred-dollar bills in a business day. But today we operate differently—certified checks, cashier’s checks—we are just not cash-minded.”

“Then suppose you tell me why those bills were there?”

“I’ll be happy to, Lieutenant—and then I wonder whether you will tell me why any thief in his right mind would steal them. They can’t be changed or spent. We have the numbers listed, and every bank in the country will be alert for such bills. Personally, I would not give you five dollars for the lot of them. They are not money in any natural sense; they are curiosities—expensive toys.”

“Then would you mind telling me why you had them?”

“Certainly,” Mr. Shepson answered, sure of his ground now. “My having them was, in a sense, a mark of the bank’s esteem. We have thirty branches, including this one, and next week we were to have an exhibition in each one of the thirty branches—bills from one dollar to one thousand dollars. I was given the task of collecting the larger denominations. These came in today. I asked Miss Sereno to hold them in her drawer until closing, when we would open the main vault and store the cash there.”

“How come the old lady knew about them?”

“She didn’t,” Miss Sereno said boldly, causing Mr. Shepson to flash her a look which combined new respect with a certain amount of gratitude. But when Lieutenant Rothschild asked her exactly what she meant, and how she knew that the old lady had not expected the bills to be there, Miss Sereno’s courage disappeared and she shook her head hopelessly.

“Just take your time and answer them, Miss Sereno,” Mr. Shepson said, and then let the detectives know that he would not be intimidated by the police.

“Today nobody wants to be intimidated by the police. We are a lonely lot,” said Lieutenant Rothschild. “You got nothing to be afraid of, Miss Sereno. Go ahead and tell us. You said that the old lady did not know.”

“That’s right. Because suddenly she noticed the thousand-dollar bills, and her face lit up. Just like a kid’s face. I got a niece who is eleven years old, and last week I brought her a doll, and that’s the way her face lit up.”

“How?”

“I told you. Like the old lady’s—when she saw the thousand-dollar bills.”

“So she could be eleven years old. A little while ago, you were sure she was the spirit of Mother’s Day.”

“She could not be eleven years old!” Miss Sereno shouted. “I never understood until now why so many people hate cops.”

“Now you understand,” Lieutenant Rothschild sighed.

“Yes, now I understand.”

The three detectives were alone, and Lieutenant Rothschild said to Captain Bixbee, “You know, Captain, when I was a kid, it was different. Everything was different.”

“You’re telling me?” Captain Bixbee asked bitterly.

“Everything. Everything. You could walk in Central Park—all night. Nobody gave a damn. Nobody slugged you. Nobody mugged you. You could walk down a street uptown, and nobody threw bricks on you from the roof. And bank robbing was like banking. It was a profession. It was top drawer in the hoodlum set. Every cheap crook dreamed of some day when he would have enough class and skill and nerve to rob a bank. But not today.”

“You can say that again,” Captain Bixbee nodded.

“Today old ladies rob banks.”

“She seems to be a young lady,” Sergeant Adrian Kelly put in, speaking up in the interest of truth.

“Young lady, old lady—what in hell’s the difference?” Rothschild asked. “The technique’s the same. No nitro-glycerin, no cold steel drills, no sandpapered fingers. You remember Jimmy Valentine?” he asked Bixbee sadly.

Bixbee nodded, and Sergeant Kelly said, “Who was he?”

“The point is,” Rothschild, said, “that all you need today is a paper bag. Wait till the kids start. Wait until the twelve-year-old kids fall into the routine. You just take the bag up to a teller’s window and hold it open, and the teller starts to shovel money into it—”

“Well, things change,” Sergeant Kelly began, “and you old-timers just won’t accept—”

“I swear to God,” Bixbee said, ignoring Kelly, “it’s crumbling. Everything’s crumbling.”

“Crumbling,” Rothschild agreed.

“And this kind never gets solved. The lousy afternoon papers are going to have a field day.”

“A regular field day—”

“But wait a minute,” Kelly said. “There were four armed guards right here on the scene—”

“Kelly!” Rothschild shouted.

“Yes, sir?”

“Goddamnit, how many times have I told you not to console me?”

“A number of times, sir.”

“Just remember it. I enjoy my misery. Now take the wig and the purse and the rest of the garbage over to the lab and see what they can make of it. Also, when did that manager—Shepson, or whatever the hell is his name—when did he say the film will be developed?”

“There you are, sir. We got her on film.”

“Did I say don’t console me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“When will the film be developed?”

“By six.”

Rothschild turned to Bixbee. “Shall we take it downtown?”

“Absolutely.”

“All right. Pick it up, Kelly, and bring it downtown tonight. Well look at it after dinner. And Kelly—”

“Yes, sir?” Kelly was straight in his stance, broad-shouldered, a graduate of Fordham University, and intelligent as well. He was also optimistic.

“How do you feel about the way things are today?”

“Good, sir.”

“What do you mean, good?”

“I feel good about it, sir.”

“The hell with him,” Bixbee told Rothschild. “As Mark Twain once said, youth is wasted on the young.”


CHAPTER TWO
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Late that afternoon, Mr. James R. Hastings called his home and spoke to Martha, the cook. His large and elegant Park Avenue apartment gave a living to two people, a butler-houseman and a cook. Martha, the cook, had been the housekeeper for Mrs. Hastings’ parents before Mrs. Hastings was married. By now, she had been with Mrs. Hastings for twenty-two years, was nearing sixty, and had improved from a good cook to an excellent one. The butler was Japanese and his name was Klie—or something that sounded like that, but not totally pronounceable to the Hastings—and they had renamed him Clyde. His English, however, left something to be desired, and whenever possible Martha answered the phone. That is, when the children were not at home. Both children were at college—Doris, who was eighteen, at Vassar, and Norman, twenty, at Brown, his father’s alma mater.

Now Mr. Hastings asked Martha whether Mrs. Hastings was there at home.

“This is her hour with Dr. Mannix,” Martha reminded Mr. Hastings, her voice gentle and a little sad. Five times a week, Mrs. Hastings went to Dr. Mannix, a psychoanalyst—a fact that puzzled and saddened Martha. It had always seemed to her that Mrs. Hastings was as sane as anyone in Martha’s world, and perhaps saner than most.

“Of course. I can never remember her schedule. Well, Martha, I won’t be home for dinner tonight.”

“Again?”

There was such pathos in the single word that Mr. Hastings went into specifics. “You can’t blame me, Martha. It’s one of those things. Our new branch at Seventy-fifth Street was robbed this afternoon.”

Martha clucked with her tongue and told Mr. Hastings how sorry she was.

“Well, we’re insured. It’s more of a blow to our pride than our pocketbooks. The point is that our automatic cameras photographed the thief, and I have to stay downtown and look at the films after dinner. Are there guests tonight? I’ve been trying to remember.”

“Just you and Mrs. Hastings, and nothing special either—just some chops.”

Mr. Hastings had missed too many dinners at home recently, and it occurred to him that it would make a pleasant change for Mrs. Hastings if the two of them dined out. He even thought of taking her along to view the photographs of the robbery. It was not the kind of thing he would ordinarily do, but right now it salved his conscience. He gave the information to Martha and told her that he would reserve a table for half past seven at Whitman’s on Nassau Street. Clyde could pick up the car and drive Mrs. Hastings down there.

After that, Mr. Hastings felt pleased with himself, and quite virtuous. He was a tall, good-looking man who had just turned fifty—gray temples, a good head of hair, and earnest gray eyes, and he had good reason to be complacent, if not downright proud. His health was good. He had two handsome children in two good colleges. He had an attractive wife who was never too much of a nuisance, an apartment on Park Avenue, a summer home at Sag Harbor, and he was an Episcopalian. In addition to all this, he was the president of the City Federal Bank, established in 1807 and with thirty branches in the five boroughs of New York City.

All in all, the world was very much with him. Indeed, his riches were so many that it was almost redundant to remark upon the fact that he was very rich in such mundane things as dollars and cents and stocks and bonds and real property.

Somewhat earlier on that same afternoon, Mr. Hastings’ wife, whose name was Penelope, found herself rushing to be on time for her daily appointment with Dr. Gregory Mannix. If she were to be late again, it would be for the third day in a row, and that would trouble her far more than it would trouble Dr. Mannix. In fact, what would trouble Dr. Mannix would be why it troubled her, and he would unquestionably ask, as he had on various occasions in the past, “Why does it disturb you so to be late? All people are late at one time or another.” “I just can’t bear it.” “Well, you must understand why you can’t bear it. It’s a key part of your whole personality structure and of the problems in that structure.” “You mean my migraine headaches?” “I mean all of your neurotic problems. They are hardly divisible.”

That was exactly how the conversation would have gone if she had been late, and this was one time she had no desire to discuss her particular anxieties over tardiness. There were other far more important and pleasant things to discuss—even though she was guiltily aware of the fact that pleasure was hardly a part of this treatment.

Penelope Hastings was forty-four years old and appeared at least seven or eight years younger. She was one of those well-kept, tight-skinned, extraordinarily neat women who seem to defy the laws of chronology. Some people, after a casual glance at Penelope, would catalog her as petite—which she was not. She was five feet and four inches and she weighed a solid one hundred and twenty pounds and her figure was still good. Her face was round and open, her nose short and straight, her eyes bright blue; her blond hair was arranged in small, precise, and neat clusters of curls, a sort of halo effect that was timeless and which she clung to through an endless shifting of hair styles. She gave the impression of being a neat, tight, self-disciplined and somewhat timid person; and to some degree this was not an inexact description of her. Some might have said that she was unduly conservative and unadventurous, and she made no effort to dispel this notion. She had come from a comfortable, upper middle-class family, had gone to a good private school, a good college, had married James R. Hastings, and had dutifully borne him two children, one boy and one girl. And nothing in her appearance contradicted the facts of her biography.

Dr. Mannix’s office was on Seventy-eighth Street, between Park and Madison avenues—a most expensive location that custom and necessity had imposed upon him; and a breathless Penelope Hastings reached it with only moments to spare. Dr. Mannix’s nurse, receptionist, and secretary, Miss Gilmore, frowned on Penelope’s breathlessness. Her disapproval was constant, unvarying.

“Rushing again,” Miss Gilmore clucked. “My dear Mrs. Hastings, you must not rush. Doctor’s patient is still with him.”

Penelope plopped into a chair without replying and immediately buried her nose in a copy of The New Yorker. She was a little afraid of Miss Gilmore—a feeling which, according to Dr. Mannix, stemmed from her own attitudes of hostility. “Hostility breeds hostility,” he had told her. “It’s all in your mind. Miss Gilmore has only the kindest feelings for you.”

“I just bet she has,” said Penelope.

“Of course she has,” Dr. Mannix had said gently. “And she has no designs on me—none whatsoever. Not even a simple transference such as you suffer from, my dear.” “Oh, I just bet,” Penelope repeated, but to herself this time. “Simple transference indeed! Gregory, how can you be so dense?”

Now she sneaked a small glance from behind The New Yorker. Miss Gilmore was watching her—the sane, thick-ankled, bespectacled Miss Gilmore, who with such superiority contemplated the procession of nuts passing through her reception room.

In the softest of whispers, Penelope said, “A hex on you—the worst.”

“Doctor is ready for you now,” said Miss Gilmore.

Dr. Mannix was forty-five years old and three years divorced from his wife. In fact, the final papers had come through just at the time when Penelope Hastings began her treatment with him, so she had never known Dr. Mannix as a married man. She knew him at first as a very upset man, then a lonely man, then a wistful man; and finally, over the past six months, as an emergingly confident man. He had changed far more during the course of her analysis than she had.

He was quite good-looking if you liked dark men, which Penelope did. His black hair—of which he had a good deal—was impressively streaked with gray. He had heavy, straight brows, a thick but not uncomely nose, a wide mouth and a good chin. His eyes were dark brown and moody, and Penelope felt a motherly—or so she protested to herself—pride in his good looks and his narrow waistline. Once he had begun to put on weight alarmingly, and Penelope had lectured him severely; she had the feeling that it was her attitude as much as anything else that had reversed the weight-gaining procedure. She had reminded him then that overeating was a neurotic compensation for anxiety.

In three years, Penelope had come to know Dr. Mannix very well—far better than he would ever admit. Now, as she entered, he smiled slightly and nodded; yet she knew that he was pleased to see her and would have smiled far more broadly if he had not felt that such an open display of pleasure would mitigate against the success of her therapy. There were all sorts of things that Dr. Mannix might have done in terms of Penelope, had he not been a severely disciplined person, and also concerned with the progress of his patient.

“You look lovely today, Penelope,” he allowed himself to observe. They were both on a first name basis now—after two and a half years of formality, of Mrs. Hastings and Dr. Mannix.

“Why, thank you, Gregory,” she replied. “And it’s still better than two months to spring.”

“Spring?”

“‘In the spring, a young man’s fancy,’” she began, sitting down on the couch, making herself comfortable, and then drawing up her feet and reclining with pleasure, even as Dr. Mannix interrupted her firmly.

“I am not a young man, Penelope, not by a long shot, nor does my fancy turn to thoughts of love.”

“How nice!” Penelope exclaimed.

“Nice? Nice? You mean you approve of the fact that I am not a young man?” meanwhile taking a chair behind Penelope and placing his notebook upon his knee.

“Of course not. You can be very obtuse when you wish to, Gregory. I was referring to your use of slang, or what you refer to as disorderly thought rendered into disorderly language. You said ‘not by a long shot.’”

“Did I?”

“You did, indeed, Gregory, and I think it exhibits a delightful degree of relaxation. Would that make me a tranquilizer, I mean symbolically speaking?”

“Suppose you allow me to analyze you, Penelope.”

“Of course. Sorry.”

Penelope stretched and sighed, and then there followed that period of silence that appeared every so often—a time during which Penelope was blocked from any association because her mind seemed to her to be a complete blank. Dr. Mannix cleared his throat finally, and Penelope said:

“I feel so relaxed, really—for the first time today. I have had a positively hectic day.”

“One of those days when you’re running away from yourself, Penelope?”

“You know, people who do know me well call me Penny. It seems so formal to constantly say Penelope. I mean, it is such a ridiculous name—”

Silence behind her. Dr. Mannix, she realized, had firmed up, and now would refuse to allow himself to be provoked into comment. Comment on his part, he always maintained, was hardly as fruitful as her own free association and only served to inhibit such association.

“Oh well,” Penelope sighed, “I can see that you’re going to be very remote and properly Freudian. What was I saying? Yes, Penelope. It is a silly name, you know. Oh, I felt that so strongly today. I robbed a bank today, and I kept thinking that this is a total non sequitur, anyone named Penelope robbing a bank …”

Her voice drifted away, and there was a long moment of silence. “Of course,” Penelope said to herself, “this will be like one of those improbable film double takes.” But nothing happened, and she said aloud, “I never robbed a bank before, and it’s not as simple as you might imagine.… Are you asleep?” she finished rather testily.

He maintained his silence.

“My husband’s bank,” she added. “The new branch in that ridiculous green building on Madison Avenue. I don’t want you to think that I have any proprietary interest in Madison Avenue, like so many of those women who live on the Upper East Side who feel that Madison Avenue north of Fifty-ninth is something that belongs entirely to them—you know, they know every shop and gallery on the avenue—but even if I truly disliked Madison Avenue, which is not the case, I would never put up a building like that one, twenty-two stories of green brick. And such a shade of green!”

“Penelope,” he said severely, “you are not associating, and you know that you are not.” Then he drew in a mouthful of breath, sharply. “No. Oh no, absolutely not!”

“You know, Gregory,” Penelope said, “I told myself that you would do one of those silly double takes that one sees in films, but you didn’t. ‘Oh no’—that’s all you can say, ‘Oh no!’ You weren’t even listening.”

“Penelope—are you trying to tell me that you robbed a bank?”

“I am.”

“No. I don’t believe it,” Dr. Mannix said firmly, and with some annoyance. “A silly lie—to waste precious time.”

“I don’t make a habit of lying to you,” Penelope snapped, and then she pressed her lips together and lay there, staring at the ceiling and thinking and wondering how anyone as insensitive as Gregory Mannix could hope to cure. How can you cure without sensitivity? How can you reach anyone without sensitivity?

“Anyway, I am paying for the time,” she added.

More silence.

“I simply will not answer him,” Penelope said to herself. “I don’t care what he says.”

“Penelope?” His voice was contrite, worried, humble. Yet she managed to remain silent. “Penelope, I am sorry. Did you really rob a bank today?”

“Yes.”

“My God!” She noticed that his voice trembled a bit, a fact that for some reason pleased her. “How?”

“Well, don’t imagine it was easy, Gregory. It took more planning than you could possibly conceive of. You keep saying that I should turn to constructive things, and this was more constructive and intricate than one of those Erector Sets that my kids used to play with.”

“Penelope, that is hardly what I meant by constructive.”

“Constructive is constructive.”

“Poor child—”

“I am not a child, Gregory,” Penelope answered testily, “nor am I poor. I never was poor, and now I happen to be about fifty-two thousand dollars richer than I was yesterday.”

“But you just don’t rob a bank, Penelope. How? How?”

“Oh, Gregory,” she sighed, “you have no sense at all of practical things. One plans something and does it. I bought a wretched black coat and two wigs and a toy pistol and a latex mask, and then I did it. Do you see?”

“You really mean that you robbed your husband’s bank and got away with fifty-two thousand dollars?”

“Of course. Not that the money is worth anything. It’s mostly in thousand- and five-hundred-dollar bills and those are too easy to trace—”

“Penny, why?”

“Ah! See, I told you. It’s easy and comfortable, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Calling me Penny.”

“Did I call you Penny?”

“Indeed you did.”

“Then I am going out of my mind. Will you please tell me what prompted you to rob a bank?” His voice was severe and scolding now, and Penelope told him that she would not be scolded.

“I am not scolding you, Penelope.”

“You are—and it’s against every rule of therapeutic procedure, and you know that as well as I do.”

“I am sorry.”

“I accept your apology,” Penelope said with satisfaction.

“I am not apologizing. I simply said that I am sorry.”

“It’s the same thing. And why must you be so argumentative, Gregory?”

“Me? Argumentative?”

“Yes.”

“That’s nonsense.”

“See?” she cried.

“Well, I am disturbed. Telling me you robbed a bank!”

“It’s not so dreadful, if you only think about it objectively.”

“I want to know what brought you to it?”

“It was so obvious, Gregory.”

“Obvious?”

“Of course—that is, once the whole notion occurred to me. I mean, you know the way James is. He was building this bank. Burglarproof—he kept saying that, burglar-proof. I tried to discuss it with him once, and he just brushed me off. ‘What do you know about it, anyway?’ he demanded. Oh—he makes me want to shake him! Then I realized that all those other things I stole—well, they made no sense at all except in terms of this bank. I had to rob his bank. I had to. Don’t you understand, Gregory?”

“I am trying to.”

“I knew you would.”

“Penelope,” he said, his voice once more the controlled voice of the analyst, “I want you to tell me about the first time you took anything.”

“You mean stole anything, don’t you? Why is it so hard to say that I steal things, Gregory—I mean, say it right out.”

“‘Steal’ is not a clinical word.”

“Anyway, we went through that. Long ago.”

“If you don’t mind, Penelope, I would like to go through it again.”

“Why?”

“Did you really rob a bank?”

“Gregory, you are provoking,” Penelope said.

“I suppose I am,” he agreed in his therapeutically unemotional tone. “On the other hand, it would seem to me that I am exercising commendable control. It’s not every physician whose patient comes in and calmly announces that she has robbed a bank—”

“Of course not! It would be a pretty pass indeed if everyone robbed banks. And as for being calm, Gregory, I am just about to explode and you sit there and ask me to tell you about the first time I ever stole anything. We have been all through that.”

“Not to very much purpose, when you go around robbing banks.”

“I don’t go around robbing banks. This is the first time and possibly the last.”

“Possibly?”

“All right. All right,” she sighed. “Very well, Gregory, we will go through it again. It was just about three years and three months ago, I believe, and we were having dinner with the Stonehams—the steel Stonehams, who are even richer than most Texans—and that stupid woman was wearing half a million dollars worth of diamonds and sapphires and things.

“She is stupid, Gregory. She just knew that Eisenhower was a Communist and Kennedy a top man in the Soviet Secret ‘Service, and she would glow when her tiresome husband launched into one of his tiresome tirades against modern art, or Jews, or Harvard—and believe me, my sister Bookie went to Wellesley, and it was only Harvard that kept her alive (of course, you wouldn’t know about girls’ colleges)—or anything else that he decided was subversive or un-American; and oh! he could be so provoking.

“And then that silly ass of a wife of his—she flunked out of Finch, can you imagine? Probably the first girl in the history of Finch to flunk out of Finch, which nobody believed was possible anyway—well, that silly ass asks me to step into her bedroom with her because her diamond bracelet is chafing her wrist; and in there she took it off and dropped it on her dressing table and turned away. And I reached out and lifted it and dropped it into my purse, just a step behind her, because at that point I just had to; and then we came back into the living room together, and I remained with her all evening, so she could swear on a stack of Bibles that I was the only one there who simply could not have pinched those diamonds. It’s tiresome, Gregory. You know how many times we have been through this.”

“Now think back, Penelope,” he said, with a contrived patience and tolerance that Penelope found intolerable. “At the moment you took that bracelet—exactly what were your feelings? Did you want it desperately? Were you upset? Disturbed?”

Penelope pressed her lips together, closed her eyes, and said nothing.

“Penelope …”

The continuing silence filled Dr. Mannix’s room, until at last he demanded, “Very well, Penelope, you have made your point, and what have I done?”

“For a psychiatrist, you are marvelously insensitive.”

“But what …?”

“I will not be treated like an idiot or a child. I am ready to admit that I am neurotic. But you yourself said that I am not a kleptomaniac—”

“Yes, yes—of course, Penelope, keeping in mind that kleptomania is an old-fashioned and somewhat meaningless word. A person has an irresistible desire to steal—and no economic motivation. Irresistible desire. That is why I beg you to go back.”

“I had no desire to steal, and less to possess, an ugly, ridiculous diamond bracelet. And Gregory, let me tell you this—because you will unquestionably find it useful in your practice. There is a type of woman who gets a certain sexual satisfaction out of diamonds. It replaces the real thing. I mean, these women are frigid—”

“Isn’t that a rather broad statement?” Dr. Mannix asked.

“By no means. And I am not frigid. I will admit that my sex life leaves something to be desired, but it is not pathological to the extent that I must steal—”

“Penelope,” Dr. Mannix complained, “I am still the doctor. Please stop the diagnosis. Can’t you answer a simple question?”

“How I felt?” Penelope snapped. “I will tell you how I felt. I felt that if I could take that stuffed, vulgar bitch’s evening gown and let her come back naked, I would.”

“Why do you dislike her so?”

“Exactly. I come here for the answers, and you keep asking me questions. My friends go to analysts who never ask questions. Never!”

At the point of losing his temper and his professional objectivity, Dr. Mannix almost shouted. “Yes, and your friends have nice, respectable, middle-class neuroses. They have civilized anxieties. They do not go around lifting diamonds and robbing banks. They do not pack guns and heist payrolls—”

“Oh, Gregory,” Penelope giggled, “you are so darling when you try to use slang. It wasn’t a payroll at all—just a lot of silly large bills that James ordered for window displays. It was the first creative idea he ever had—I do think—and he was just as proud as punch. And I did not have a gun, Gregory, I wouldn’t know what to do with a gun. I hate guns. I don’t know why there isn’t a law against guns—”

“It would be unconstitutional.”

“That’s just ridiculous, Gregory, and really, you’re a psychiatrist, not a lawyer. Anyway, I found this plastic gun in Norman’s room. He used to love to put those plastic models together. He once made a sort of plastic cannon and I was almost tempted to use that. But a toy cannon would be silly, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes,” Dr. Mannix said hopelessly, “a toy cannon would be silly. Furthermore, you are an intelligent woman, Penelope. In secondary school, you had an IQ of one hundred and forty-six—genius level. You graduated from college cum laude. You are not a fool. In three months, before you came to me, you stole half a million dollars worth of jewels—”

“Closer to seven hundred thousand dollars worth, Gregory,” Penelope said sadly.

“I stand corrected. And today, if you are to be believed, you planned a bank robbery with the kind of precision and audacity that one might expect from a master criminal—”

“I suppose all things are relative,” Penelope sighed. “I suppose most criminals are poor pathological things. It doesn’t take any great talent to be a master criminal.”

“Why? Why? And your husband’s bank? Why?”

“When I was a little girl,” Penelope said, “I used to think about all the things I would do when I grew up—you know, little girls do think about such things, much more so than they think about such things as planning dinners. I was going to be a Madame Curie. Marie Sklodowska Curie. I used to walk around whispering that name—I don’t suppose I ever pronounced it properly, and my mother heard it. She thought I could do better than to mutter those dreadful foreign names. She was always terribly afraid that I would wind up marrying a Jew or a Catholic. She became very tolerant of the Catholics, in her later years—but Jews—well! You know, I said to James, there must be things in banking that are fun. I mean, we never talked about what he occupied his life with, and he is so certain that I occupy my life with nothing … of course I robbed his bank. That’s why I robbed the bank.”

“Out of hostility,” Dr. Mannix interrupted.

“No, no! I have no hostility toward James. I just don’t like him very much. Good heavens! I never said that before, did I, Gregory?”

“Go ahead, Penelope.”

“Oh, I don’t really dislike him—Gregory, he’s very stupid. Well, this is my day for things, isn’t it? I’m afraid you’re not going to like me very much—not even for thirty dollars an hour, Gregory; because here I lie, and suddenly it just seems to me that men are stupid, yourself included, Gregory. Are you very angry?”

“Go ahead. This is quite constructive,” he said.

“Oh, really, Gregory—constructive!”

“Just take my word that it is. What is your general feeling toward men?”

“Pity, I suppose.”

“Pity?”

“I can’t explain that,” she said helplessly. “I don’t even know exactly what I mean. I have a sort of feeling. James once made a confession to me. He said there are days when his work eases off and there is nothing for him to do; so he locks himself in his office and he just sits. You see—he just sits.”

“Penelope,” Dr. Mannix said earnestly and rather severely, “where are the jewels?”

“Where I always keep them. In my jewel box.”

“You mean that in your jewel box, in your dressing table, you keep half a million dollars worth of stolen jewels?”

“Gregory, we’ve been over all this. It’s the safest place. No one looks there. And if I were robbed, so much the better. Then I would be rid of the wretched things.”

“You could always return them, Penelope—even if you did so anonymously.”

“Gregory, sometimes you are simply unrealistic. Simply unrealistic. All these people have spent the insurance money and had the fun of buying new things. Wouldn’t it make a dreadful mess if the originals turned up?”

“Would it?”

Penelope sat up now and turned to face Dr. Mannix. “Depths beneath depths,” she said, nodding at him. “I always underestimate you, Gregory. I am a kleptomaniac, aren’t I?” She smiled sweetly at him.

“I told you, Penelope, this is not a clinical word but simply a descriptive term. Most people who steal are in very reduced economic circumstances—or else they have a moral code that puts them beyond the decent fringes of society. When someone like yourself steals—my God, I just don’t believe it.”

“What, Gregory?”

“That you robbed a bank today. How?”

“It was so simple, Gregory dear. I went into the bank dressed as an old woman, took the money from the teller, went into the ladies’ john, took off the old-woman stuff, and put on my little black wig and walked out. I purposely wore my bright-yellow suit. Everyone was looking for an old woman, and they just paid no attention to me.”

Dr. Mannix nodded dumbly.

“Poor Gregory—I give you so much trouble, don’t I? I keep on making you an accessory after the fact. Gregory …”

Dr. Mannix stared at her hopelessly.

“Gregory, I’m going to return all the jewels. Today.”

“Thank you, Penny,” he said gratefully.

“‘Penny.’ Oh, that sounds so nice! This has been such a rewarding hour, don’t you think, Gregory?”

“Penny …”

“Yes, Gregory?”

Dr. Mannix began to say something, and then shook his head and swallowed his words.

“You are shy, Gregory dear,” Penelope said. “But very nice. Very understanding.”

“Tomorrow,” Dr. Mannix said.

“Of course.” Penelope smiled. She had only missed one session in all her three years. As she emerged from Dr. Mannix’s office now, she met Miss Gilmore’s prophylactic and professional look; but Penelope only smiled sweetly and waved at her on the way out.
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