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        Defenestration: (definition) The action of throwing someone out of a window. From the Latin de meaning ‘from’, and fenestra, meaning ‘window’.

      

        

      
        “The window, the window,

        They threw them out the window;

        Wearied by a war of words,

        They threw them out the window.”

      

        

      
        -Michael Collings

      

      

      

      Nick exited the freeway, took a right, and headed to the Sheraton where he had booked a room, close to the capitol and downtown. He knew from his research that parking in downtown Denver could be a nightmare, and that there were a lot of restaurants close by. With Sandra, Gerry, and Catherine coming too, he knew walking would be the best mode of transportation for all of them.

      That was as soon as he got them from the airport, forty minutes from the hotel. At least the drive from Cheyenne had been a quick one, under two hours.

      As he stopped at the hotel office and got out of the car, stretching every inch of his six-six frame, he cocked his head.

      He heard something. Loud shouts, coming from nearby. It sounded like a crowd.

      Odd, he thought.

      He shrugged and went inside. The desk clerk looked up, and then up some more. He saw a dark-haired woman, brown eyes, and not too tall. She wore what he now clearly recognized as a pretty standard desk clerk attire: a white shirt covered by a dark blazer. Her name tag read, “Cheryl.”

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “Hi there,” he told her. “I have a reservation for tonight, and I am a bit early, but I have friends to pick up at the airport. Would it be okay if I checked in early?”

      “Sure,” she said. “Let me check and see if your room is ready. What’s your name?”

      “Nick O’Flannigan. Thanks.”

      She took a moment to type, and he glanced over her shoulder at a television tuned to the news. “Climate Change Protests in Denver” read the text under a photo of a crowd, armed with signs, walking in the streets.

      “Is that close to here?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “It is actually only a few blocks away. We’ve actually had some protesters staying here, and earlier there was a march right out front, heading to the capitol I assume.”

      “Why would they have been coming by here?”

      “I have no idea. I’m really not into that kind of thing.”

      “Well, hopefully I won’t run into any trouble getting to the airport.”

      “You shouldn’t. You’ll be going the opposite way of the capitol building.”

      “Great. I’ve got to get some good photos of the building this week.”

      “Oh, you’re that guy. I thought I recognized your name. The photographer traveling around the country.”

      “You’ve heard of me?”

      “I follow you on Instagram. I also have a sister in Pierre, and I saw an article about your visit there.”

      “Awesome,” Nick said. Great. No anonymity even in a big city like Denver.

      “Here’s your key,” she said. “New locks. You don’t insert it. Just tap it on the panel outside the door. If you want, you can download our app, and open the door with Bluetooth and your phone.”

      “Very cool. I’ll probably use the card for now but set up my phone later.”

      “Oh, yeah. Your friends at the airport.”

      Nick nodded and tapped the keycard on the counter. “Thanks. I’ll see you around.”

      He headed up and put his things in his room, and then grabbed his camera bag. He was anxious to see Sandra especially.

      If he was honest with himself, he wasn’t certain why. She was a great gal, and he thought there was something there, but although they had been in touch, he’d hadn’t seen her for over a month now. There had been other interesting girls along the way, too. Helen in Helena, he still giggled over that one, although he seemed to be hearing less from her, was probably chief among them.

      This week would mean a lot. Perhaps they would figure out if they were in a relationship or not. More than anything else, Nick just craved in-person, real-time conversation with people he knew and liked.

      Traveling was great, but new cities all the time meant developing new, but short-term friendships, and loneliness. That was the hardest part by far, even though he enjoyed being alone much of the time.

      With camera bag in hand, he headed out past the desk, waving to Cheryl as he headed out the door.

      Once in his car, he input the drive to the airport, and saw that it would only take a little over half an hour to get there.

      “I’ve got some time,” he said to himself. “Maybe I’ll just do a quick drive by of the capitol.” He put his camera bag on the passenger seat, and took the camera out, setting it next to the bag.

      “Just in case I can snap some drive by photos,” he said to no one.

      He shifted into gear, and hit 15th Street, turning left and then taking a right on Cherokee. He then took a left on 14th Street, which jogged to the right and turned into Bannock.

      He kept the navigation app open on the screen in his car but didn’t hit the button for directions to the airport yet. He didn’t want the talking voice to confuse him with directions he didn’t want to follow.

      Even though it was chilly, he rolled the window down, enjoying the crisp air in the Mile-High City, and taking in the sounds. It sounded like Seattle, like home.

      Then he heard the sound of the crowd again, and it sounded like someone was shouting through a bullhorn. He wanted to turn on Colfax, but the street was blocked by a police barrier.

      He kept going and ended up taking a left onto 14th Avenue. That would take him near the back of the capitol building as well as he could figure. Traffic was moving slowly, and he could see why walking would work better than driving. Pedestrians were making faster progress than he was.

      He could hear the protestors chanting now, although the words were overlapping and not really clear. He saw the crowd on the sidewalk ahead and knew they must be filling the area by the capitol building there.

      There must be a lot of them. The building must be surrounded.

      Nick moved into the left lane, knowing that if he got stopped at a light or in traffic, he might get a clear shot or two of the building, even if there were protesters in the way, which clearly there were.

      It was a good idea. So far, he’d looked for “pure” shots, with no people, focusing on macro and detail, but maybe a few human-interest shots would work for Emily this time by shaking things up. If nothing else, they would boost his social media and his own website.

      He checked the time. He still had about an hour to get to the airport, so as long as it didn’t take too long to get through this traffic, he’d make it.

      Up ahead, he saw the light for Sherman Street. It was green, but they were moving slowly toward it. As he watched, it turned yellow, and then red. Three cars back, he still had a pretty cool angle shot of the capitol building.

      He rolled his window down all the way and framed a shot of the building over the crowd, construction paper signs of green and pink with messages of “Climate Action Now” and “Earth is Our Home” were raised in the foreground.

      He snapped several photos, taking a moment between each to keep an eye on the light.

      Something caught his eye, and he turned to the right. On the sidewalk next to a building labeled the Colorado Department of Revenue, he saw some additional protestors. They filled the crosswalk on Sherman, stopping traffic. He looked ahead, and even though the light turned green, the street was filled with people crossing from the other side.

      Traffic wasn’t moving.

      He heard a crash from the right, and turned his head to look, camera still raised. Must be a car accident, he thought at first. Not surprising with this congestion.

      Then he saw it. There was a body on the hood of the car directly across from him. The driver stared ahead, face white with shock.

      Nick put his car in park and exited, standing to his full height. He raised his camera and caught a photo.

      He heard shouts from above.

      He looked at the sixth story window they were coming from. The glass had broken outward, and there was another man wearing a suit struggling with two others wearing red hoodies.

      Without thinking, he aimed his camera and took photos of all of them. A second later, the two men overpowered the other one. He flew from the window, his body striking another car. Nick followed the falling body, taking photos without stopping. He raised his attention back to the window above, and saw another struggle going on.

      “No,” he whispered. “Don’t do it.”

      But a second later, another body fell.

      People on the street screamed.

      Several policemen ran toward the building.

      The red-hoodie clad men disappeared from the window.

      Nick ducked in his car and grabbed his phone, dialing 9-1-1, and got a busy signal.

      What are you doing, Nick? The police are already here.

      Then he felt a hand on his arm and turned to see an officer dressed in all black, a silver badge over his left breast pocket.

      “Are you a member of the media, sir?” the officer asked. He was nearly eye to eye with Nick.

      “No. I mean, yes. I’m a freelance photographer.”

      “Did you see what happened?”

      “I-I did. I took some photos,” Nick stammered.

      “We’re going to need to see those,” the officer told him. “Come with me.”

      “But my car…” Nick said.

      The officer whistled and waved to another officer.

      “Secure this vehicle,” he told him. “As soon as possible, park it securely, and bring the keys to me.”

      “Yes, sir,” the clearly younger officer answered.

      “Come with me,” the first officer said, and steered Nick through the crowd toward the capitol building.

      Other officers in riot gear cleared them a path, but the previously worked up crowd seemed subdued now. Some were even leaving, heads hung low.

      Nick felt the adrenaline of the moment wearing off and started shaking.

      “It’s okay,” the officer said. “We won’t keep you long.”

      His phone dinged in his pocket, indicating a text message, but he ignored it.

      What did I just see? he thought to himself, and at the thought of the three men he’d seen thrown from the window, a tear stung the corner of his eye.

      His surroundings were a blur as he was ushered into a small room with a steel table and a hard metal chair.

      “Stay here,” the officer said, and left. The door clanged shut behind him.

      Nick was alone, surrounded by cream colored walls lit by unforgiving fluorescents, and completely unsure of what had just happened.
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      Nick sat perfectly still, trying to keep himself from shaking any more than he already was. The next five minutes before the officer came back with a laptop seemed to last an eternity.

      “Sorry about that,” the officer said. “Sergeant Adams. Wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

      “Me, too,” Nick said. “Can we make this quick? I was on my way to the airport to pick up a friend, and I’m sure I’m going to be late.”

      “Do you have your phone with you?”

      “I do.”

      Nick pulled it out and saw a message there from Sandra. “Landed a little early and taxiing.”

      “Shit,” he said.

      “Sorry?” the officer said.

      “My friend landed early. Do you mind if I text her?”

      “Go ahead.”

      Nick sent a quick message. “Got held up. I’ll explain later. Can you take an Uber?”

      “Sure.” The reply came back, followed by a sad emoji.

      “Sorry,” he texted back with a sad emoji of his own.

      Fortunately, it wasn’t far, and Nick would simply pay her back for it, but it wasn’t that he was concerned with.

      He set the phone down. “Ready.”

      Sergeant Adams spun the laptop around. “If you can transfer all of your photos from this afternoon to this laptop, that would be greatly appreciated. Meantime, can I ask you some questions?”

      “Sure.”

      “Full name?”

      “Nick O’Flannigan.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Boston, by way of Seattle.”

      “What are you doing in Denver today?”

      “I’m on assignment traveling around the country photographing every state capitol building for Travel USA magazine and a book they are putting together. I just arrived and hoped to get a few shots of the protest before I picked up my friend from the airport. I got stuck in traffic.”

      “I see. What did you see, exactly?”

      Nick paused while he inserted the SD card in the reader attached to the laptop. He highlighted all of the photos, hit ‘copy’, and went to the indicated folder on the laptop and clicked on ‘paste’.

      He was keeping a copy of these, just in case. Plus, some of them were of the capitol and the protest and had nothing to do with the men thrown from the window.

      “I heard a crash and saw the first body hit the car.” He shuddered involuntarily. “I got out of my car and started taking photos, just to document what I saw,” he said.

      “That’s when I saw the second man struggling, and then saw him fall. The third came right after that. I don’t know what I was thinking, but I just kept taking photos one after the other. There are probably a lot of duplicates in here.”

      There were 160 photos being transferred.

      The drummed his fingers on the table nervously as he watched the progress bar.

      “Okay. Look, we’re going to want to ask you more questions. Maybe a more formal interview. But we’re also going to be busy for a while. Keep in touch, stay in town, and all that.”

      “Sure thing,” Nick said. The photos were done transferring. It must be a fast laptop. He took the memory card and put it back in his camera.

      “Here’s my card,” he said, handing the sergeant one from his pocket. “I’m staying downtown, so call me any time.”

      “Thanks. Here’s mine,” the officer said. “If you think of anything, give me a call. Let me get your car for you. Follow me.”

      Nick stood, put his camera in the bag, and followed the officer down a marble lined hallway and out a small side door.

      The officer spoke into a radio, and motioned Nick to follow him, taking a right and walking toward one of the side streets. Nick was a little disoriented but knew the maps in his car would get him back on track.

      Right now, he just wanted to get out of here. The air was cool, and that didn’t help his shivering.

      Nick was shaken and he felt nauseous. Sure, he’d seen a dead body in Carson City, but today he’d seen people die.

      No, he hadn’t seen them die. He’d seen them purposely killed. Maliciously.

      That was different. Until now, murder had been a close, but distant friend. Not something he witnessed.

      He didn’t look around like he usually did. He knew there was a crowd around, he could hear them. Feel them. Smell them.

      His car was ahead, at the He shook hands with both men, then slipped behind the wheel.

      The maps were clear. The road ahead was clear, too. The way back to his hotel was easy from here. It was just a few blocks.

      He gripped the wheel tightly. Nick kept both windows rolled up completely and locked the doors. He glanced in his mirror, saw an opening, and eased into traffic.

      A few moments later, he was at his hotel. He parked in the designated lot and walked toward the front door. As he did, he saw an Uber approaching.

      It had hardly stopped when Sandra got out and ran up to him.

      “I’m so happy to see you,” she said. “What happened?”

      She stepped back. “My god. You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Nick, are you okay?”

      Nick fought his rising anxiety the best he could.

      “Something happened. I saw something. Get your bags, and we can go up to the room. I’ll tell you more there.”

      Sandra turned and walked back, grabbing a small bag from the driver, and Nick saw her hand him a tip.

      He walked over to her and offered to take her bag. He did, shifting it to his left hand. She took his right in hers.

      “Nick, seriously. Are you okay?”

      “I think so,” he said. The warmth of her hand and the feeling of her hug earlier really were relaxing him. The tension was leaving his shoulders and his vision seemed a bit more normal, not so heightened and focused. “I will be. There was a protest downtown.”

      “I know. I saw it on the news at the airport.”

      He pushed the button for the elevator and a second later, the doors slid open. Once they stepped inside, Sandra stepped close to him, guided his hand around her shoulder, and leaned her head on his chest.

      Nick felt a warmth inside, something he hadn’t felt for a long time. Too soon, they arrived on their floor and stepped out into the hallway. In silence, but not an awkward one, they made their way to their room.

      “I really do hope this is okay,” Nick said before opening the door.

      “Don’t be silly,” Sandra said, and stepped inside ahead of him. She squealed with delight, and Nick followed, putting her bag on the luggage holder.

      She danced around the suite area with a small loveseat and a recliner. With the same enthusiasm, she went into the next room, looking at the two beds there. Nick followed her.

      “It’s wonderful, Nick. This is going to be a great week. It will turn around, you’ll see,” she said, turning and sitting on the bed.

      Nick nodded and smiled, hopeful. Sandra gave him hope even as still, in the back of his mind, he was haunted by what he had seen today.

      Sandra stood and bounced back over to him, giving him a hug. “Thank you, Nick, for inviting me and getting the room. I really appreciate it.”

      “Anytime,” he answered. “Can I just—,” he looked right and left. “I need to take a shower. And I don’t want things to be weird or anything.”

      Sandra laughed. “Go ahead, silly.”

      Nick gathered his clothes and took them into the bathroom with him. He stood in the shower for far too long but felt like he needed it. The hot water helped wash the cares of earlier from him.

      Once he got out, he dried and dressed quickly, and opened the door.

      “Surprise!” he heard.

      Then Gerry jumped around the corner followed by a woman he’d never met.

      Gerry was just as he remembered her, slim, dark haired, glasses of the hipster variety. Her hair was cut in a short bob, but not too short, trimmed to follow her jawline. It was a great look for her. She also looked happy.

      The stranger was quite the opposite of what he expected. She was shorter than Gerry, not as thin, and she wore her hair long. It was dark like Gerry’s, but more of a dark brown than black. She tilted her head back to look up at him.

      “You must be Nick. I’m Catherine. I’ve heard all about you.”

      “I’ve heard about you, too,” he said. He moved to shake her hand, but she stepped in and hugged him. He hugged her back.

      Once they parted, Gerry took a hugging turn. It was the most physical contact Nick had in a several weeks.

      It made him happy.

      “I assume you’ve all met?” Nick indicated Sandra.

      “Oh, yes,” Sandra said. “We introduced ourselves while you were in the shower.”

      “We came to surprise you,” Gerry said.

      “Well, you succeeded.”

      “Sandra tells us you had an eventful afternoon, one you have yet to share.”

      “I did.”

      “Tell us, before we go to supper,” Gerry said.

      “It might ruin your appetite,” Nick warned.

      “I’ll chance it,” Catherine said. “Spill it.”

      “Well, you all better sit down,” Nick said. He collapsed into the love seat and Sandra sat close to him. “Because I’m going to.”

      He proceeded to recount the story of what he’d seen.

      “That’s horrible,” Sandra said when he finished.

      “Yes. The police will be wanting to talk to me over the next couple of days. I’m hoping this is as involved as I get with any mysteries in Denver.”

      “We can hope so,” Gerry agreed.

      “You’ve had a lot of adventures, I hear,” Catherine said.

      “I have.”

      “Tell them about Helena,” Sandra said.
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