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CAST OF CHARACTERS

TOM HASTINGS, a reporter for the Denver Post.

NELL CLEMENT HASTINGS, his wife.

MARVEL MILLETTE, a reporter for the Rocky Mountain News.

DAVID WALDO, a printer.

ANNA KOHL, Tom’s half-sister.

TERESA HASTINGS KOHL, Tom’s mother.

SAMMY KOHL, Tom’s stepfather.

GREGORY CLEMENT, Nell’s father.

ALBERTA CLEMENT, her mother.

ABE KOHL, Tom’s half-brother.

GABRIEL KOHL, Anna’s illegitimate son.

JACOB HOWE, a blacksmith.

EMILY HOWE, Jacob’s wife.

JULIA HOWE, their daughter.

JORDAN ABBOTT, a drifter.

JESSIE ABBOTT, his daughter.

PAUL The sons of MICHAEL Tom and NelL

ALICE WILDER, an artist at the Denver Post.

FRED BONFILS co-owners of the Denver HARRY TAMMEN Post.

JOHN GALEN LOCKE, Grand Dragon, Colorado Ku Klux Klan.

WILLIAM BROWN, president of Mountain States Coal, a rising politician.

SHAUGHNESSY, the fighting coach.

MRS. SHAUGHNESSY

ETHAN KOHL, Tom’s stepbrother.

GENE FOWLER, former Post reporter, gone on to better things.

CARL GOODWIN, a Post photographer.

OLLIE BOOKER, a reporter for the Denver Times.

ARTHUR McCANTLESS, a young Post reporter.

BARNEY GALLAGHER, a reporter for the Denver Express.

SIDNEY WHIPPLE, editor of the Denver Express.

BEN STAPLETON, mayor of Denver.

CLARENCE MORLEY, governor of Colorado.

VIRGIL JOSEPH MORAN, a policeman.

RUBE HENRY, a lawyer, later a District Court judge.

ORRIN JAMES, handyman and chauffeur, employed by Gregory Clement.

MALLOY, a reporter for the Denver Post.

PRESTON PORTER, a gandy dancer for the railroad, murder suspect.

WILLIAM L. KERR, Denver Post reporter assigned to the Porter story.

LOUISE FROST, child murder victim.

ROBERT FROST, her father.

MRS. FROST, her mother.

MAN IN THE WHITE HAT, leader of the lynch mob.

GEORGEANN JOHANSSEN, a maid on Capitol Hill.

ELVIN PIKE Klan NATE NEWTON strongmen.

GAIL JAFFE OWENS, wife of a senator.

SENATOR PHILIP OWENS. MR. JAFFE |Gail𔄂s parents. MRS. JAFFE I

SENATOR ELI EAKER, leader of the conservative coalition.

PAT EAKER, his wife.

SAUL REISMANN, Klan attorney.

MR. JONAS, the landlord.

MRS. WASSERMANN, the neighborhood gossip.

LAURIE THE HOOKER

WILLIAM CANDLISH, chief of police, Denver.

BUFFIE, a maid working for Gregory Clement.

WOODROW, a butler working for Gregory Clement.

HANS, a grounds man working for Gregory Clement.

AIMEE SEMPLE McPHERSON, an evangelist.

MRS. MADGE REYNOLDS, a philanthropist.

SENATOR THOMAS PATTERSON, owner of the Rocky Mountain News.

VIRGIL, a boy in the Post camp.

BOY ON THE COT.

SHERIFF WHEELER, sheriff of Lincoln County.

HARVEY SETTLE, a landlord.

D.C. STEPHENSON, Grand Dragon, Ku Klux Klan of Indiana.

HIRAM WESLEY EVANS, Texas Klansman, soon to be Imperial Wizard.

HOTEL CLERK

JOEL CREGAR, a Denver businessman.

MILLER, owner of a speakeasy in Denver.

EDDIE O’REILLY, an assistant city editor at the Denver Post.

EDDIE DAY, city editor, Rocky Mountain News.

THURMAN HAYES, the rape judge.

MR. SANDERS, owner of a Denver market.

COLLINS, a cop.

A SERGEANT

A POLICEMAN

THE FIRE INVESTIGATOR

JOHN ROBERTS, a supervisor at the Denver Post.

THE DOCTOR, at the asylum.

MIRANDA JAMES, an inmate of the asylum.

MISS BERGER, a chaperone.

ERNESTINA HAMMOND, a girl on the train.

CALVIN COOLIDGE

MRS. GRACE COOLIDGE, the First Lady.

SCOTT HAMILTON, an etiquette tutor.

JON TAKETA, owner of the Silvercliff Hotel.

THREE MEN, hotel drifters.

WARREN POTTER, a lawyer.

THE WARDEN, Colorado State Penitentiary.
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On the staff of the Post, as on the Hearst papers later, he was the embodiment of the Nothing-Sacred school of newspapering that flourished in his time. The newspapermen of Fowler’s day were, in cold fact, much as newspapermen were pictured on stage and screen—hard-drinking, irreverent, girl-goosing, iconoclastic young men wearing snap-brim hats, with cigarettes dangling from their whiskey-wet lips and bent upon insulting any and all individuals who stood in their paths, no matter how celebrated or sacrosanct. There were some who complained at times about this popular depiction, insisting that it was not a true portrait, that the gin-soaked reprobates were few in number. They lied in their teeth. Ben Hecht and Charlie MacArthur had it right.

—H. Allen Smith,
The Life and Legend of Gene Fowler
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The President died on their eighth wedding anniversary. It was the fatal flaw in a day that had been carefully planned to exclude all flaws. The mistake was hers: She would come to know that in the days that followed, but by then the thing was done. People couldn’t plan for the death of a president, or for acts of God, so, Nell Hastings came to think, it was useless to plan at all. The President died in a San Francisco hotel room, 1,200 miles away, not knowing or caring that his death would change lives in Denver as well as in Washington.

Nell had been planning the day for weeks: a few hours free of children and work, telephones and radio, free of all outside noise. The thought of it sustained her, made her heart beat faster. At times it was like being a bride again—that tremendous inner turmoil. Rejuvenation, a new beginning: time for touching and talking and making love in the sun. That was her program, that and precious little else. It left numberless exotic avenues open to investigation.

That morning she was up before dawn. She drew herself a deep bath of hot water and added a dash of oil. She hung the kerosene lamp on its nail above the tub and stepped tenderly into the water, sliding down to her neck and loving it as the heat seeped into her pores. She touched her pink skin with her fingertips, down to her knees, up again, down, up, giggling then like a silly child. A smile, brilliant and involuntary, came to her lips. Her fingers walked down from her navel and buried themselves in the thick, wiry triangle. She blushed at her own wickedness, then laughed softly and dismissed it from her mind. She was thirty years old, married many years, and all her Victorian inhibitions—well, at least most of them—were deep in her past. If she’d been a virgin at marriage, and of course she had, she and Tom had made up for it since then. An average of at least three times a week, fifty-two weeks a year, minus twelve for her monthly disability—forty weeks times eight years. They had made up for it nine hundred and sixty times.

When the water had chilled, she got out of the tub, dried herself with a rough towel, and waited, listening. Outside, the first purple light had come to the foothills. The house was still dark, and Tom and the boys slept deeply. She walked naked into the hall, enjoying her young body and the sense of adventure she felt. If one of her sons had blundered suddenly into the hall, she would have been mortified.

When daylight did come, it came fast. With it came the sounds of the outside world: the horse’s feet as the milk wagon came by; the cries of paperboys; the smooth clatter of the Denver trolley as it swayed past, half a block away. She eased back into the bathroom, picking up her robe, slipping her arms inside and drawing the robe tight around her waist. Again she moved through the gloomy house, crossing the living room to the front door. And she waited there, watching the gravel road that ran along the foothills and dipped into the trees for its twelve-mile run to Denver.

“Come on,” she said softly. “God, God, don’t be late today.”

The sun was just breaking over the eastern plains when she saw it: the green Packard limousine coming along the road in a swirl of dust. Orrin, as always, was driving. Her father would be sitting in the back seat like a monarch. She resented him the moment the car came over the rise, the instant she could see that he was in it. At least he’d come personally, without making her tell him why she’d been so insistent. She didn’t like the boys being alone with the ghoulish Orrin, even for the brief drive back to the estate.

The Packard pulled into the front yard and idled near the front steps. The men inside it waited, as she knew they would. Gregory Clement would not come into her house, had come in only once during the entire eight years of her marriage to Tom. That was two years ago, when Tom was out of town on assignment. She had coaxed and urged, and had finally persuaded him to come inside for a cup of afternoon tea. But he didn’t drink the tea that she put before him; he just sat at the kitchen table, letting his eyes roam around the plain room. After a while he said, “How do you stand it?” She smiled bravely and said it was easy; she loved it. Then the old man got up and strolled through, looking into the bathroom that still, after all these years, didn’t have an electric light, pursing his lips in distaste before moving on to the boys’ room. He stood for a long time, staring into the bedroom that she and Tom shared, sucking his tongue in disgust at the centrally placed bed with its opaque wireglass skylight and the obscene ceiling fan. He walked out without saying another word. He hadn’t been back since, and she hadn’t invited him.

So now she walked the length of the hallway again, went into the boys’ room and woke them gently. First Paul, who stirred silently and understood at once; then Michael, who protested loudly until she shushed him with a dangerous look. “Up now, and be quick about it,” she said. “Into your clothes and not another word out of you. I want you out of here in two minutes.”

They struggled into their clothes and she herded them out through the front door. Paul tapped his way down the stairs, probing with his cane.

Leaving his throne in the back seat, Gregory Clement opened the door and the boys climbed in. His eyes met hers briefly, without expression, but somehow the emotions that passed between them were accusation and guilt. The guilt of authority defied. She had tried it once as an adolescent and he had committed her to a hospital for treatment. Only much later had she made her escape, drawing on Tom’s strength to boost her own, and Gregory Clement had never quite forgiven them for slipping out of his grasp. It was always there in his eyes, that coldness, but she did not waver. She closed the door and stood with her back against it, breathing heavily. At last. Yes, at last, but not quite. She stood at the east window until the Packard had dropped out of sight and the dust had begun to settle over the road to Denver.

Done. She let out her breath again and clutched her robe against her neck. It was a perfect moment: exquisite, flawless. Anticipation brought a shiver up her spine. She went into the bathroom and carefully inserted her diaphragm. The floor creaked as she came into the bedroom. Already the skylight, facing east, was ablaze with morning. Only the top of Tom’s tousled head was visible on the pillow. She stood over him, determined not to move, to stand there for as long as it might take. She waited until she couldn’t stand it, then she leaned over and gently folded down the sheet. His eyes were wide open and he was grinning. He looked at her smooth flesh, then reached out and touched her. “Yummy,” he said. She laughed and threw back the sheet.

She knew well enough how to please him. The best way, always, was by letting him know how much he pleased her. Gone were their days of groping love in the dark while her body lay stiff and enduring. Victorian. It had become her favorite word. How Victorian, how silly. She had been brought up that way, told about male lust and the duties of a wife by her Victorian mother in furtive whispers at home. When they married she had insisted that the shutters be drawn and drapes closed over the skylight. She had made him retire to the bathroom while she changed into a floor-length nightie, but he was patient. Gently he lifted the nightie in the dark and eased himself beneath it. She endured. Six weeks later she had her first orgasm, and she began to see the silliness of the old ways. Their sex life began on that day and had grown consistently better. Now they lay clutching each other in white heat and white light as the sun settled into the center of the skylight and blew up the room with the brilliance of a magnifying glass. She wanted to burst against him. “Ah God, sweet Jesus, dear Tom ...” She thrust herself upward and thought, if she could think anything in that last moment, that it was, yes, nine hundred and sixty . . . one. She collapsed, drained and spent. “Lovely,” she said. She had long since discarded her reluctance to tell him how much she enjoyed sex. She knew he liked to hear it. Her lips were against his ear; both of them were slippery with sweat, hot and steamy the way she liked it. Even the fan didn’t help until five minutes later, when suddenly the room went chilly and they dove for the sheets.

Their first interruption came at noon, for the iceman. She tiptoed through the living room and told him she was sick and couldn’t open the door. By the time she got back to bed her head was beginning to pound. When they remembered the ice, another hour had passed. Tom put on his pants and went out to retrieve it. The fifty pounds had become thirty and a steady pool of water was running off the porch. He clumsily carried the block in, shoved it in the icebox, and came back to bed.

So far so good. Nell hadn’t mentioned his job and Tom hadn’t mentioned her father. A fair stand-off. Banish those two elements from their lives and they might live happily ever after, like characters in a storybook. It was the first Thursday in August, the first weekday he’d had off since the war, and he was soaking up the luxury of just loafing. He enjoyed that as much as she enjoyed the frantic bursts of love. She had really become a sexual person; possibly, he suspected, because she had no other interests. The kids were in school, the vote was won, the suffrage movement was now history, and she hadn’t found anything serious to take its place.

Sometime after noon they got up for a light lunch—cheese and dark bread and bootleg wine. They finished off the whole bottle—which was a big one—and for most of the next hour she felt tipsy. They sat in the living room, separated by the width of it, and after a while the thought crossed her mind that perhaps he was getting bored. He got up and walked to the window at the west end of the house, where they had a clear view of the mountains. Then she heard it, the constant drone of cars outside. She came and stood beside him, her bare skin touching his. The shutter was cracked open, just enough for them to see without being seen. The procession of cars was unending; one came past every thirty seconds like clockwork. Most were Fords or Studebakers, cars of the common man, intermingled with an occasional Chrysler or Peerless. “There’s a Klan meeting on the mountain tonight,” he said. “I’d forgotten.”

She shivered and drew the shutters tight, but he continued watching, peering between the slats. “Must be some big deal for them to come up in the middle of the week.”

“I don’t care.” She was angry that the noise had penetrated their haven. “Who cares what they do?”

“A lot of people must care. Otherwise why have all these cars coming past our house at two o’clock in the afternoon?”

“Oh please, please, don’t start that.”

“Start what?”

“Being a reporter again.” She regretted saying it at once. It was like the iceman, his sudden disinterest, her building headache: a taint on the day. She knew she should have dropped it then and there, but she said, “If you do, I’ll scream.”

“Don’t scream.” He put his arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. And they stood for a while longer, watching the cars.

“They frighten me,” she said.

“Now isn’t that silly? You’re exactly the kind of white womanhood they like to protect.”

“I don’t want their protection. I just want them to leave me alone.”

He shook his head. “Crazy bastards.” After a thoughtful silence, he asked her whether her fear was caused by the fact that his stepfather was a Jew. She only shook her head. A moment later she said, “I really don’t want to hear any more of that. Not today. Those people just give me the shivers. Come on, let’s go back to bed.”

But he stood a while longer, fascinated by the clockwork procession of cars.

“To-om!”

“I’m sorry. You’re really lovely today.”

“Just today?”

“Especially today.” He came toward her, remembering that it was her time and nothing was to spoil it. They still had two hours before the boys were due home. She lay in a yellow beam of sunlight, afternoon yellow, more mellow and romantic than the brilliant white heat of early morning. Her skin seemed to have a different hue, Oriental almost, and her appetites were more subdued, almost tender. It was like being in bed with different women, morning and afternoon. They moved slowly until they were locked together and her hot blood began to churn. She was moaning, rocking back and forth, when she heard the car door slam. She stiffened, unwinding her legs from his. “Tom! Jesus, Tom, the kids are home!”

But he was lost in her, floating in those final seconds when nothing matters. “Tom!” she cried. “For God’s sake, the bedroom door’s wide open! Get . . . up!” She heaved and he rolled over, angry and frustrated. From the hall they heard the front door open.

“Mommy? . . . Dad?”

It was Paul, calling cautiously from the front porch. They heard the tapping of his cane, then Michael’s angry voice shouting, “Get out of the way, Paul!” Nell flushed; her Victorian sense of guilt came washing over her, and suddenly she was a lady, caught doing something dirty. She ran on her tiptoes to the door, closed it gently and called, “We’re back here, dear!” Michael came storming up the hallway. He banged on the door and screamed. Paul had called him a name. “Just a minute, Mike!” She raced around the bed, gathering her things and foolishly trying to hide her nakedness. With an irritated gesture she motioned to Tom to get dressed and she disappeared into the bathroom.

He lay on his back, staring at the clock. Three o’clock it said, and wasn’t it just like the old man to bring them home an hour early? Yes, as if he could see what was happening and took special delight in messing it up. Honestly, if he had had the old man there at the moment, he’d have punched his face in. Just thinking about it pushed him over the edge, and for a moment he lost control. He jerked on his pants, opened the bedroom door with a bang, and rushed past his screaming son. From the bathroom, he heard Nell call out, “Tom, don’t start anything . . . Tom!” He ran out onto the porch, shirtless, steaming, and leaped down the stairs into the front yard. The green Packard was just pulling out into the gravel road. The chauffeur turned toward Denver and in the back seat Gregory Clement rode majestically, without once looking back at the half-naked figure of his raging son-in-law.

He picked up a rock and threw it, missing widely.

“Son of a bitch!” He walked slowly back to the house. Paul was standing at the edge of the porch, his blank eyes fastened on Tom’s face. Tom climbed the five steps and put an arm over the boy’s shoulder, squeezing softly.

Inside, Michael had wound up the Victrola and had dropped the needle down in midchorus of “Yes, We Have No Bananas.” Sometimes Tom wondered if he’d outlive that goddamn record, or if it would drive him slowly out of his mind in the months and years to come. “Turn it down, Mike,” he said as he came through the room. But if Michael turned it down, he couldn’t tell from the bedroom.

Nell was still in the bathroom. Water poured and the toilet flushed. When at last she came out, she was still hot and beet-red. Her eyes were as frustrated and angry as his, but she blushed anew as Paul came tapping past the open door. Tom stood alone near the window that looked north toward Table Mountain. She came to him and touched his fingers.

“Sorry.”

He shrugged.

“We can make it up later, after the boys go to bed.”

But Tom didn’t want to commit himself. What he did was have a drink, a stiff shot of straight gin from his flask. “I’d rather you didn’t start that,” she said. But it tasted so good he had another, refilling the flask from an illicit, unlabeled bottle hidden away under the sink.

He took the flask with him into the front room, where Michael was starting “Yes, We Have No Bananas” for at least the fifth time. “Play something else, will you, Mike?” When Michael showed no interest in changing the record, Tom lifted the needle, enjoying the loud zip as the point cut across the grooves. He fought off the urge to drop the disc edge-down on the hardwood floor. Instead he put it in its brown slipcase and replaced it on the Victrola with a Paul Whiteman thing called “Whispering.” In the kitchen, Nell began to sing sweetly, rattling her pans and drifting away into falsetto humming whenever the words wouldn’t come.

Tom Hastings sat in his chair at the head of the room and surveyed his world. It was an old house, rented, in the town of Golden at the foot of the Rocky Mountains. The floors needed varnish and they creaked when you walked on them. The walls needed a touch of paint, but were probably okay for another year. There was an unstoppable drip from the kitchen—the roof sometimes leaked and water dribbled in around the window in the boys’ room, forcing Nell to stuff rags into the sash when it rained. But it didn’t rain much here. Denver had three hundred days of sunshine a year. They had good furniture. The sofa was brand-new, but that was a gift from her mother, last year, before the old lady died. The Victrola, the china cabinet, the table his feet rested on, had all come from the old man— gifts to her and the boys, it was carefully pointed out. Nell hadn’t wanted him to know that, but Michael told him. On the table were books: Fitzgerald’s Beautiful and the Damned and Sinclair Lewis’ Babbitt: gifts to Nell from one of her intellectual friends of suffrage days. On the far corner of the table, Tom Swift and His Motor Cycle, a gift to Paul from his Grandpa, still opened to the middle where Nell had stopped reading to him last night. The hell with gifts. The old man always made him do this, always made him feel like the scum of the earth. He had bought some of the things himself, plenty of things. The china that went in the cabinet was not as fine as he’d have liked for her, but not bad either. The kitchen table from a secondhand furniture store on Larimer Street, downtown. The beds in both bedrooms, the dressing sets, the chiffarobe. That was the extent of it; that was the kingdom. The material acquisitions of ten years’ labor and eight years’ marriage.

But they had love and good food, and in wintertime he dressed them warmly without any help from her goddamned father. Those things counted too, even if the king didn’t think so. In his mind he could see Gregory Clement’s stern face, saying nothing, condemning with his silence. Love? Tell it to the bill collector.

He took another drink. Good smells were coming from the kitchen, meat smells and red rice and mixed vegetables that Nell bought from an old colored lady at the end of the lane. He heard the rattle of the silverware (he’d bought that too) and the clink of glasses (her mom again), and he realized suddenly that he had been sitting there, drinking and dreaming, for a long time. “Whispering” was long finished, the needle scraping against the record label. The clock over the mantel said a quarter to six. He got up and went into the back of the house to find Paul.

He found his son near the window in the bedroom, enjoying the evening breeze. The cane rested against the table near his radio. Paul had built the radio himself from an oatmeal box. Seven years old and the kid had built himself a radio. Tom watched him do it, five nights running. He watched, fascinated, from a corner of the room, wanting to help but resisting it, letting Paul grope through his darkness for lost tools, lost pieces, shellac. He had the fingers of a surgeon. He shellacked the oatmeal box, then wound the copper wire around it, shellacked that, attached the tracks and sliders, put on the aerial and earphones. Finally, he fixed the crystal with its cat whisker to the base of the set, touching the whisker to the crystal and easing the slider down the track in search of a station. His head jerked up. “Dad! I got something in Chicago!” But by the time Tom rushed across the room and put on the earphones, Chicago had faded to a fuzzy hum.

In the following days Paul got Pittsburgh and Kansas City. One fine, clear night he got a burst of Spanish, which Nell told him was Radio Havana.

Now Tom picked up his son and carried him through the hall. Darkness had come as they sat down to eat. Nell said grace and they passed the steaming plates around the table.

And afterward, sitting alone again in his living-room chair, his mind drifted back over the eight years and he wondered how he was letting his life slip away. He was thirty-five years old and he had never written his book, which had once seemed so inevitable that he was almost shocked to realize how much time had passed since he had last seen it. He had figured it as a two-year project, writing part-time in the two hours before work each morning. He had his material, a grisly little lynching that had really happened. He would fictionalize it, yes, but not so much that people would forget or miss the point. He had his material and his theme—justice. He had some rough preliminary notes, and some outlines for characters. He had another drink.

He hadn’t looked at it in years. Yet once he had been serious enough to write a series of prospective dedications. It would be for Nell, of course, but how he would say it would be the trick. Writers who slobbered over their wives in flowery dedications made him sick. He had toyed with, then slaved over, the words. For Nell, who has . . . who . . . whose . . . Christ! Now he remembered that he had settled on simplicity. For Nell, period. It was enough. She would know from that how important she was. Only now she might never know, because he hadn’t touched the notes in six years, and if she should stumble onto his pitiful chicken scratches and find her name there, it would be more embarrassing than complimentary. Maybe he should burn it, just in case. In case he died tonight.

But he couldn’t do that either, couldn’t even burn the lone page with her name on it. Somehow that would refute the whole thing, expose it as a charade. It would be an admission to himself that he had truly given up, had turned his back on it and would write no more. An invitation to the walking death. He saw it every day at the Post, walking dead men who must have wanted to write something good (otherwise why be a journalist?), but had given it up and become paper-shuffling vegetables. It worried him, especially in moments like this, when he could almost convince himself that he wasn’t good enough, didn’t have the discipline, that even his skills as a reporter were eroding. He hadn’t had a good story in weeks.

In fact, months had passed since his last good “writer’s story.” The hard-edged, sensitive, or emotional kind that he did better than anyone alive. Maybe he was drinking too much again. Maybe Nell was right. Maybe alcohol rotted the brain.

He tipped up the flask and found it empty. When he stood, the room reeled. Outside a horn blew, then another. Darkness had come; her day was done. He hoped she had liked it, in spite of the iceman and the Ku Klux Klan, whose cars were still streaming past on the way to Table Mountain; in spite of her goddamn father, and her stupid husband, and his booze, and the kids. He was sorry it hadn’t been perfect. He just hoped it had been good enough.

The telephone rang.

She hurried in from the kitchen. She was wearing that old green dress he had always liked, and had brushed her hair back until it shone in the dim light. “Don’t answer it,” she said.

He looked at her, bleary-eyed and unsteady. “You know I can’t do that.”

“Just make like we’re not here. That seems simple enough to me. We’re not here, we’re out somewhere for a drive. We’re over at Lakeside seeing the lights. I don’t see what’s so hard about that.”

She seemed to be holding her breath while he looked at her and then at the telephone. He lifted the receiver, said hello, and listened while someone talked for a minute. Whatever it was, the news sobered him. She could see his eyes beginning to clear while he stood there. He hung up and looked at her.

“Harding is dead.”

She drew in her breath. “My God, how?”

“Nobody’s sure yet. It just happened. He took sick in San Francisco and died. That’s all anybody knows right now.”

He went into the kitchen, bent over the sink, and refilled his flask. She came in behind him and stood for a moment, staring off into space. Absorbing the shock. Two minutes for that, then she looked around for him. He was gone, back to their bedroom, to change shirts.

She stood in the bedroom doorway. “What are you doing?”

“Changing. I’ve got to get down to the office.”

“Why?”

He looked at her strangely, surprised that she should ask such a silly question.

“Why, I said, why? Why, Tom? Why you?”

“Not just me. Everybody.”

“Why? I mean, that’s what I’m trying to find out. Someone dies a thousand miles away and they reach in here and take you away from me.”

“Not somebody. The President died, and tomorrow there won’t be anything else in the whole newspaper. That’s why. Everybody in town will be doing local reaction tonight.”

It didn’t mean anything to her. The shock of the President’s passing was already somewhere in the past, along with all the other nights he had gone out and left her alone. He brushed past her, giving an apologetic smile as he hurried out the front door. She followed helplessly, down the porch steps to the garage. He had turned on the light, a harsh bulb that hung from a frayed cord, and had climbed into the Model T to set the spark and throttle. He got out to crank, pulling the choke wire with one hand and cranking with the other. The crank whipped around and cracked him hard against the wrist. He doubled over, groaning to Jesus from the pain of it. But his pain felt good to her as she stood behind him and wondered how, short of murder, she could impress upon him what he was doing to her.

He tackled the crank again and the car rumbled into life. He leaped inside, and reset the spark and throttle, then eased the car out into the dark yard.

The mistake he made was going back. But the sight of her, framed in the garage doorway, looked tiny and fragile and tragic, finally got to him. He let the car idle, got out and went to her. She turned her back. He tried to take her shoulders and nuzzle her neck, but suddenly she whirled and slapped him hard across the mouth.

“Get away from me.”

He looked at her in disbelief. It was the first violence that had ever occurred between them.

“You stupid ape!” Then for a full ten seconds then she was speechless. “You’re everything my father ever said. You and your stupid red headlines and your filthy cheap job!” She burst into tears. “Now look what you’ve done! You’ve ruined everything!”

“Your lousy old man did that without any help from me.”

“Shut up!” She clasped her hands to her ears. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” She struck out at him and missed. She bent over, her hand tightening immediately around a stone, and rose swinging it hard, hitting him above the right eye.

He grabbed at her shoulder. The pain almost brought him to his knees. But now she was angry beyond caring. She pushed him away. “I don’t care what you do,” she said. “Just go away and leave me alone.”

He left her. He didn’t look back. Her rage was mindless and tangible, like a third person in the yard with them, a manifestation of all her years of frustration and inability to communicate.

He turned into traffic, his own anger rising and falling like a tide of water. Klan cars came at him in an unbroken line. Cars without end, all full of crazy people. Line up all the crazy people and you’d have a line from New York to Tokyo.

He held the wheel with one hand and fished out his flask with the other. He unscrewed the top with his teeth, tipping it back and loving the burn as the gin flowed free. Damn. God damn. God damn the world and everything in it. God damn people and bigots and dead presidents. Damn misunderstandings, because that’s all it was. Someday they would laugh about it. He took another gulp, unconcerned about the job ahead of him. He could turn out better copy drunk than anyone in town could do sober. Some people said he wrote better drunk. He screwed on the top and hit the gas, peaking at thirty miles an hour, kidding himself that he was anxious for the long night to end, so he could go home to his wife and children.
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A fiery cross, thirty feet high and fifteen feet wide, lit up the night above Golden. People stood in groups around houses and stores downtown, in tiny family knots on back porches and in vacant lots, watching. Children hung out of open second-story windows, laughing across the gaps between houses or windows. It was nervous laughter, the way kids do in the middle of a ghost story. On the street, some people stood alone, happy if they were white Protestants and grimly silent if they weren’t, but watching, fascinated, in any case. On downtown streets no Negroes were to be seen. Throughout the week, the people had heard about the Klan meeting on “Kastle Mountain.” An important Goblin was to be in town, coming all the way from Atlanta, Georgia. He would be here for one night only, and the Grand Dragon wanted a turnout, even though it was midweek and a work night. A mailing went out to all Klansmen, drawn from the Dragon’s secret list, and on Monday the posters went up, nailed to telephone poles from Denver to Brighton.

The posters were written in that strange Klan language—full of mysterious words like Klakom Klukom and panther-anther, and were written in verse.

Throughout the town small boys had been memorizing the verse all week. In the Hastings house, Michael had come home chanting it. He was sitting at the window, watching the fire on the mountain. He was transfixed. Paul had gone to their room to play with the radio, which was okay because he couldn’t see the flames anyway. Paul had always been blind, so he and Michael had their separate worlds. Michael knew that these were exciting times, that something exciting was happening tonight. The Kluxers were like great white gods. He had seen them parading in Denver, one day when he and his mother were shopping. He had asked her who they were, but she hadn’t answered him. Later he asked a friend, Freddie Barton, and Freddie had scowled and said, “Boy, are you dumb. They’re the Kluxers. They want to make the race pure.” Freddie was two years older than Paul, and knew a lot. “My dad is one,” he said softly, sharing a secret. The thought of Freddie’s dad marching with the Kluxers in a sheet and hood was exciting. Freddie’s dad was fifty. He was fat and bald-headed. He talked slowly and worked as a mechanic in a Golden garage. He seemed pretty dumb to Michael; not an exciting man like Michael’s dad. But Michael never looked at Freddie’s dad in quite the same way again, because now he knew that on Friday nights Freddie’s dad changed his greasy pants and flannel shirt for the sheet and hood of a Kluxer. Later he asked Freddie Barton what Kluxers did. What does it mean, to make the race pure? “To get rid of the niggers and kikes,” Freddie said. Michael looked grave. You mean kill them? His mouth dropped open. He could imagine Kluxers killing people, torturing them in weird ceremonies on the mountain. Pulling their fuzzy black heads off, like he sometimes did with bugs. But Freddie only looked exasperated. “Of course not, stupid. Just run them out of the country, back to Africa or anywhere else that’ll take them.”

Tonight he’d planned to ask his dad why he hadn’t joined, but his dad had gone off to work again and now his mother was in the bedroom crying. She had been back there for a long time. When she did come out, her eyes were puffy and red. She came to him and hugged him hard, as though the hurt was in him, and when he finally wriggled free and tried to watch the burning crosses she seemed to get angry. She closed the shutters and made him move away from the window.

“The Kluxers are bad people,” she said.

Neither of them spoke for a while. When he looked at her again, his eyes seemed to burn into hers. “If they’re bad people, there must be a lot of bad people around here.”

“I suppose there are.”

“Thousands.”

When she didn’t answer that, he said, “Millions, maybe. What if they decided to take over the world?” She just shook her head.

“If they decided to kill all the niggers and Jews, nobody could do anything about it.”

“Michael! I’ll wash your mouth out with soap if I hear that again. If that’s what you’re picking up from Freddie Barton you’d better find yourself another playmate.”

“Why, if it’s true?”

“It isn’t true. How many times have I told you that? There’s nothing wrong with colored people or Jewish people.”

“Some people don’t believe that.”

“You’d better believe it, mister. Why, your own grandfather is Jewish.”

“He’s not my real grandfather.”

“He certainly is.”

Michael shook his head. “I asked Dad once and he told me. Grandpa Sammy isn’t his real father.”

“That’s right, but still...”

“I like my other Grandpa better.”

“That’s because you’ve had more time to spend with him. We haven’t been over to see Grandpa Sammy in a long time.” She looked at her son and felt the guilt starting again.

After a while Michael got tired of staring at the closed shutters. He moved back into the bedroom to see what Paul was doing. That was when he saw the suitcases, three large ones, laced tight and standing in the hall. “Are we going somewhere, Mom?”

“Yes, dear. We’re going to Grandpa Gregory’s for the night.” Maybe, she thought, for a few days, until they could get things straight between them.

Her father had been delighted, as she had known he would be. The car would be by for them within the hour. It sent her into a frenzy of packing. Later, when she was finished, she was amazed at how little there was: so few things of real value that she would want to take with her. For a while she sat on the bed, uncertain, not sure she was doing the right thing. Then sure, then not sure. Back and forth for long minutes. She had called her father in one of her strong moments, when she was absolutely sure. She had had a vision, clear and straight: Let Tom have a taste of the loneliness she had lived with for eight years. Let him know it for one night and he’d do anything to get her back. Then the uncertainty, the doubt. He wasn’t the kind of man you fooled with that way. She had made a mistake; she would call her father and tell him not to come, she had changed her mind. But she didn’t call, not then or later, when doubt became even stronger than the anger. A new factor, obstinacy, had entered the game. Let him suffer.

Faced with the imminent arrival of her father, she walked through the creaky old house and looked around. Her inspection was critical, her judgment harsh. The walls were a disgrace. They should have been painted five years ago. The drip in the kitchen drove her crazy; the leaky roof was a sin before God. Everything they had that was any good had come from her parents. The furniture that Tom had bought with his miserable sixty dollars a week was laughable, Victorian, only most of the time she felt like crying, not laughing. Every time she saw her father, that unspoken thing was there. You left home for this? The words were as clear as if he’d said them.

Their bed was an embarrassment. It squeaked so badly that some mornings she was ashamed to face her sons. This week one of the handles had come off the cheap bureau drawer. The chiffarobe he had bought was a ramshackle; even paint wouldn’t help that. She would have thrown it out long ago but for two things: He’d have been hurt and she did need the storage space. The rooms had a hollow, empty sound, even filled with their things. Their skylight was the lone reminder that it had been elegant, a studio used by an artist who wanted to paint the mountains. Forty years ago. It had been eight years for them, and just now she couldn’t recall a single night that hadn’t been spent here, in this room, in that bed. And tonight she would sleep at home, in her old fourposter by the window, with a view of the lawn and the pool and the trees beyond the fence. Sleep lightly, uneasily, without her man beside her for the first time since 1915.

There would be some problems going home, but she knew them and thought she could handle them. Her father’s damned Victorian manners, his possessiveness that bordered on tyranny. How would she handle that now? Again she saw the white walls of the hospital where he had placed her, and she shivered and drew her wrap around her neck. It had been done in love, he had insisted, to teach her manners, to help her grow up properly; but it had contributed to the nervous state that had plagued her ever since. Another scene, fully drawn, jumped into her mind. She and Tom had been seeing each other for six weeks, meeting clandestinely in restaurants, in City Park, at the Elitch ballroom. It was scandalous behavior for a lady of 1915—exciting, wicked fun. He drove her home, but this time, instead of leaving her at the gate, he drove past the guardhouse and pulled up in front of the mansion. She protested frantically, but he got out and opened the door, taking her arm, leading her up the stone steps to the front door. There a butler told them that Mr. and Mrs. Clement were at poolside, around back. Gregory and Alberta Clement were lounging in easy chairs, sipping from tall glasses and watching the day die in bored silence. He shattered their boredom in an instant. Suspicion crossed the old man’s face as he recognized Tom: that reporter who covered our party. That snot-kid reporter with the chip on his shoulder.

“Father, Mother, this is Mister Hastings.”

“We remember.”

“He brought me home.”

“That’s not entirely correct, sir,” Tom said. “I did bring her home, but I did something else. I fell in love with her.”

“Indeed.”

“I’m going to marry her.”

Mrs. Clement almost dropped her glass. Even Nell couldn’t suppress a gasp.

But the old man remained icy and calm. “Not only are you not going to marry her, you’re not even going to see her again.”

Tom met his eyes. “You can bet me on that. Sir.”

Mom?

She blinked.

“Mom?” Michael had come into the room. “A car just pulled up in front.”

Then she heard it: the click of the car door, the clump of heavy shoes on the front porch. Michael raced for the door. “Michael! Just you wait a minute, mister. You know we don’t just throw open the door when your father’s away.” Especially, she thought, with those maniacs meeting on the mountain. She went to the door and peeped through the curtain. A square frame of light fell on the yellow face of Orrin. She looked beyond him, to the empty car, disappointed that Gregory Clement hadn’t seen fit to come himself. Disappointed and, yes, as she always was around Orrin, a little afraid.

She opened the door. “Where’s Father?”

Orrin gave a stiff half-bow and looked into the room. “Mister Clement had a guest when you called. A business guest, I believe, from the plant in St. Louis. They should be finished by the time we get there.” His eyes continued to pan the room, as if he too disapproved. It infuriated her, but before she could tell him so, he spied her bags at the end of the hall. He moved past her and swept them into his arms. He was incredibly strong for such a light man.

He brushed past her again, so close that she could see the tiny cuts in his skin where he had shaved that morning. At least, she thought, real blood flowed in his veins. His mouth was pinched tight, a tiny ball like the vampire’s; his hair was cropped short, almost to the skull. He wore a cap. He never smiled, because his teeth were going bad, perhaps, or just because there was no humor in him. He went outside, stashing the bags in the front seat, and held the back door for her and the children. So. The time had come, and she was either to go or stay. Michael and Paul came out and climbed into the car, while she walked through the house one more time, touching things, turning out lights. She turned out the light in their bedroom, touched the cool sheet and remembered the nine hundred and sixty days and nights. Then she walked straightaway to the car, locking the front door and throwing her shawl around her shoulders.

She had never ridden in her father’s car. It was lush and modern, a businessman’s car. She remembered that he even motored to St. Louis occasionally, when business at his luggage factory took him there. Glass separated the driver from the passengers. There was a sliding glass panel, which she left closed. They had left everything, even Paul’s radio, convinced that they would be home by tomorrow.

The Klan cars had stopped coming. Everyone who was going to the mountain was there. Orrin handled the car expertly and they made good time, working their way down through west Denver. They burst out of a tunnel of trees and into West Colfax Avenue, hitting the paved part, beginning at Hooker, with a bump. They had whisked past the Jewish area near Cheltenham School so fast that she hadn’t had time to notice, to see if the area around Osceola Street, where Tom’s family lived, had changed since she’d seen it last. Six years ago; that damned disastrous picnic and never again. Incompatibility. Worlds apart, of different ethics and instincts and organic makeup. Like people from Mars, trying to marry and socialize with people from Earth, and the confusion later, as if no one could remember who were the Martians and who the Earthmen.

They crossed Denver and soon the estate loomed up on the right. Elms grew down close to the road and willow trees hugged the ground just inside the gate. The guardhouse was dark and empty. Orrin got out, opened the padlock, and let the gate swing in. Even from there it was a long drive to the front door. The graveled drive made a picturesque turn around the garden. The house looked awesome, even to her. It had been built in the eighties by a silver king, an illiterate millionaire who had made his fortune in the hills above Leadville. His wife had wanted a little place in the country. And it had been country then: Nell had seen the pictures. There had been no fence, few trees, and Denver was an adventurous drive by buckboard. Seeing it for the first time in years, she didn’t wonder that people were intimidated by it, and by the thin man with the white hair who lived here now.

Lights blazed from both floors. The front door stood open, with only an ornate screen closed against the insects of the warm summer night. Orrin held her door. She stepped out and waited like royalty for him to grapple with the bags and lead her up the sloping stone steps. Amazing, she thought, how quickly old habits return. Her back was somehow stiffer, her head higher: She carried herself with more grace and dignity than she had in years. The children followed at her heels. Buffie the maid came out, curtsied, and held open the screen door. Woodrow the butler, who had worked for her family almost as long as Orrin had, took her shawl and said how happy he was to see her. The grounds man, Hans, welcomed her in that deep Scandinavian-English brogue. Then came her father, King Gregory, down from the upper floors. He stopped at the foot of the steps and seemed to inspect her critically. Orrin, still holding the bags, stepped forward. “I’ve fetched her home for you, sir.”

The remark infuriated her. “Orrin,” she said, her voice full of anger. But before she could say another word, Gregory Clement crossed the ten-foot gap between them. He bent, still stiff and formal, to kiss her cheek. “My dear . . . it’s so good to have you home again. Woodrow, please show Miss Nell to her old room.”
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A black Farmers truck rattled over the Colfax viaduct and dumped off three huge stacks of the Rocky Mountain News at the corner of Colfax and Hooker. Two raggy kids, not yet in their teens, jumped out and tore at the strings that bound the papers together. In a bed in an upstairs room half a block away, David Waldo heard the voices and thumps of the papers hitting the dirt street. He gave up his fight against insomnia and sat up on the edge of his bed.

His window was open wide. A light breeze ruffled the curtains. He moved carefully, so as not to disturb the young woman sleeping at his side. Not much danger of that. If the papers announced the end of the world, and preceded the event by five minutes, Jessie would sleep through it all, peaceful, content. David slipped into his pants and crossed the room, climbing down the narrow wooden circular staircase to his print shop. It was very dark; a streetlight fifty yards away provided the only light until he fired up a lantern and put it high on a mantel near the front door. The light revealed huge, disorganized piles of books and papers, all in disarray. There was a counter near the front door, where orders were taken, but now it too was cluttered with junk.

He went outside and walked up toward the hustling newsboys and their voices drifted back to him.

“Goddammit, Eddie, hurry up. Goddamn Post’ll be here in a minute.”

But the smaller one was having his troubles. “I’m working as fast as I can. Jesus Christ!” He sat on the street in tears as he lost a grip on his papers and they began to billow away in the breeze.

David came upon them suddenly. “What’s going on, boys?”

They looked at him in surprise and some fear. He was a huge man, forty years old, with bushy hair and a thick black beard. Stepping out of the night like that, he must have put the fear into their little black hearts, but the big boy faced him bravely. “The President’s croaked, sir.”

He whistled. “Yes, please.” He paid his nickel and stared at the cold headline. He had never liked Harding, had never liked any politician. He believed that there had been no good presidents since Lincoln. Still it was a shock, and his first instinct was to reject it. He walked the fifty yards back to the store. Inside, he blew out the lantern and turned on a small electric light over the round table, huddling there to read. Nobody knew, or was saying at that point, what had brought about the President’s death. In fact, the story under the headline was only one paragraph, in bulletin form, made up and inserted above what was basically yesterday’s paper. He had been cheated, really, suckered in by the old newsboy’s con. He came to his door and watched them work their trade. They went through the street, baying the headline, and all along the block, lights came on. People tossed out nickels, then padded downstairs in robes and slippers to fetch the papers on their doorsteps. And they were shocked, and some of them probably grieved. None felt cheated.

Upstairs, Jessie stirred and came awake. He didn’t answer when she called his name softly. He hoped she’d roll over and go back to sleep. Just now he wanted time alone. Thinking time. He enjoyed pushing the pieces of life around, especially at midnight when his brain worked best. Tonight, more than any night in a long time, he wanted to be alone. But she got up, calling him again. “I’m down here,” he said softly.

He reached up and turned out the light, and in another moment she was standing in the darkness at his elbow. “The President died,” he said.

“Oh,” she said. Just oh. Another minute passed, and she said, “Come back to bed.”

“You go. I can’t sleep anyway.”

She touched his cheek. “Come back anyway.”

He didn’t want to do that either. If she sensed the rebuff she didn’t show it. She never did. She only showed her feelings when she felt happy. Jessie lived within herself, and people didn’t get to her. “You want to talk?”

“No.” But he found himself talking anyway. He talked about economics, which had become his self-taught specialty, and about history and the false prosperity that the country was having, about the economic depression that was sure to come because things usually happened that way. He told her that Harding hadn’t been a particularly bright man, and why Coolidge wouldn’t be any better, and she sat there without caring or understanding, or caring that she didn’t understand. A lovely human sounding board who nodded and said “Mmm” at regular intervals. If all people were like Jessie Abbott, being a benevolent dictator would be a cinch. But who would need one?

Her father was Jordan Abbott, a drunk who lived in a tarpaper shack overlooking the valley. Once he had played vaudeville with a drama troupe. He had reached New York and got within shouting range of the Palace before his luck began to turn. He had played Shakespeare in Boston and Kansas City, and now he begged for a living, drank cheap wine, and in wintertime burned old tires to keep warm. Sometimes he disappeared for days. David knew he was in jail, drying out, but he never told Jessie. He just said, “He’ll be back,” and she believed it, like she believed everything he said. Someday, he knew, Jordan Abbott wouldn’t be back, but he didn’t have the heart to tell her that. She was so innocent, so naive. Her mother had died when she was a child, and Abbott’s drinking had become progressively worse. They moved around, father and daughter, seeing everything, going everywhere. She lived in hobo jungles, slept in abandoned railroad cars, ate beans out of a can. The men had never touched her. Jordan Abbott had seen to that. He could be extremely dangerous, and people knew it. So she became the honor code of the rails, someone they enjoyed and laughed with and maybe dreamed about, but never touched. She had never gone to school.

She was lovely. Her body was flawless and wild, tough and strong. She could work with any man. Her blond hair had grown in its own way, getting washed in streams and seldom feeling the caress of a comb. She never complained. She loved everyone with the same ignorance of human nature that a child has.

David had met them two winters before. He was downtown and had lost his wallet. His pockets were empty; he didn’t even have the six cents for trolley fare. So he had to walk across the valley to the West Side. On Fourteenth Street the snow began, one of those unexpected early winter storms. A pre-dusk pall fell over the city and hung on through the last hours of daylight. At five o’clock, David could see that the storm was settling in for the night.

He struck out into the valley, feeling the cold bite through his clothes. The wind cut through his pockets and numbed his fingers. By the time he reached the bottom of the valley, the snow had begun to drift. He slipped constantly in his good shoes as he tried to climb, falling, pushing himself out of the snow with his bare hands, falling again. His fingers began to freeze, his breath came harder, and for a time he actually seemed to be losing ground, sliding back down the bank into white oblivion. He had heard of men, sober and strong, who had been caught in these Colorado snows and had just frozen, sometimes within a few feet of help. When he saw the shack, he stopped and blinked, like a desert traveler facing a mirage. It sat at the top of the bank, rickety and abandoned. It had been a storage shack, used by the railroad for more than twenty years. He clawed his way up the last few yards, found the door, and pushed it open. A burst of heat almost knocked him backward. He smelled the stench of whiskey and old vomit. There was no light. His eyes, after the harsh white snow, took a moment to adjust. The old man sat behind the table, a long butcher knife in his hand. The girl was on the bunk. There was absolutely no fear on her face. Within the eyes of the old man were all the fears and furies of human experience. In a corner of the room, a tiny blue flame licked around some old tires. A crude piece of pipe jutted through the ceiling, carrying away much of the smoke, but what was left burned the skin and eyes. David made a gesture of apology. “I’m sorry ... I thought this shack was deserted.” Gesturing with the knife, the old man said, “Don’t let the warm out, mister. Come in or go out, one thing or the other.”

“Come in,” the girl said.

Her voice lured him: sweet and polite, and that angelic face, framed in blond. He stepped inside and closed the door. “Just a minute,” he said, still breathing hard. “I’m sorry to bother you. I got caught in the storm.”

The old man grunted. It sounded like contempt. They stayed that way, motionless, speechless, for perhaps a minute. Then the girl said, “I’m sorry, mister. We don’t have anything.”

He didn’t know what to say to that. Did they think he was a robber, demanding money? Then he understood: She was explaining why they couldn’t offer him hospitality. They literally didn’t have anything. His eyes moved over the room and he saw their possessions: a battered mouth organ on the table; a tiny red handkerchief knotted hobo-style at the end of a stick; assorted loose ends; the clothes on their backs. His eyes returned to her, and he realized that another minute had passed and he hadn’t acknowledged her apology. He cleared his throat. “Thank you for the thought, miss. Just a few minutes more, to warm my hands, and I’ll be off.”

“How far are you going?”

“Not far now. The worst is behind me.”

“My name is Jessie.”

“Jessie.” He liked the wild sound of it.

“This is my father, Mister Jordan Abbott. He is an actor.”

Abbott cursed, a vile and violent oath, and threw the knife into the wall. He was forty-five years old, David later learned, though he looked sixty. His hair and beard were streaked with gray and his eyes had a blank, dead look that David had seen before. It came with drink and hard living, and too many years on the road. Jessie watched him with cool eyes, making no apology for their home or clothes. He was standing there dumbly; he still hadn’t told them his name.

“I’m called David.”

She accepted it without comment, with no change of expression, no hint of what she was thinking. When he finally made ready to leave, she said, “There’s a path, if you can find it in the snow. It leads down through the trees to the street.”

She got up and came to the door to show him. The smell of the shack had saturated her clothes. He smelled smoke from the tires in her hair. She took his hand, as if they’d always been friends, and led him through a snowbank. Beneath her shirt she wore nothing, yet she never shivered or cringed in the wind. “Through there,” she said, pointing. “It takes you down to the street.”

He thanked her again and struck off across a meadow. At the edge of the trees he turned to look, and he caught a brief flash of her before she disappeared into the shack. She was leaping snowdrifts, like some wild creature left to raise itself in the forest. He stood for a moment watching the shack, hoping she might reappear. When she didn’t, he moved on. But he thought about her all the way up West Colfax Avenue to the store. She was like another wild girl he had known vicariously in his youth. She was like Rima, the jungle goddess in his favorite book. Alone that night in his apartment above the store, he rummaged through his things until he found the book, a first edition Green Mansions. He stayed up all night reading it, seeing himself as Abel and her as Rima. It was fine until he came to the part where Rima dies in the fire. Knowing it as well as he did, he put it aside and created his own, happier, ending.

In the morning he left the store closed and slept till noon. He knew only that he had to see her again, today, before she and the old man drifted away and lost themselves in the railroad jungle below the bank. He found a bottle of whiskey, given him by a customer who couldn’t pay. He rarely drank, so the seal was still unbroken. In his ice chest he found a ham, too large for one. He cooked it with great care, seasoning with expertise. When it was ready he wrapped it, took three cans of beans from his cupboard and threw in a jar of applesauce. He grabbed the bottle of whiskey and struck out toward the valley.

He took to the back streets, which were still snowpacked, and reached the shack in less than thirty minutes. It was deserted. He knocked on the door and pushed it open. A faint smell of last night lingered, of old booze and burnt tires. He crossed the room and felt the ashes, where a faint trace of warmth lingered.

It was a bitter disappointment, but he decided to wait and see if they would return. He put the ham in a snowbank and sat in the old man’s chair, falling asleep after a time. They came back just before dusk: Suddenly the door was jerked open and the old man was standing above him, brandishing the knife. “Get out of here,” he said sharply. “This place is ours.”

Abbott looked seven feet tall. In reality, David towered over him. The shock of cold air and the hostile voice brought him to his feet, but the old man showed no fear. “What do you want?” Abbott said.

“I wanted to thank you for yesterday. I was hoping we could share a meal.”

“We ain’t got a meal. Just enough for two, that’s all there is.”

Now he saw that Abbott carried a loaf of bread in his free hand. The girl had a melon and a can of something. “I brought the food,” David said. He eased past the old man and fished the ham out of the snowbank. When he placed it on the table and folded back the wrappings, her eyes went wide.

Abbott nodded toward the fireplace. “Get a fire going, girl.”

They ate out of cans and off sheets of waxed paper. As always, David was careful not to overeat, but the Abbotts ate until the last scrap and crumb had disappeared. There was no conversation during the meal. A few times he looked at her, always catching her eye, always being the first to look away. She had none of the modesty of the old generation, none of the insolence of the new.

When the last crumbs had gone, he brought out the bottle. He saw at once that it was a mistake. Abbott’s eyes clouded with suspicion, yet he was clearly unable to refuse the drink. David hedged, then said, “Just enough for a little after-dinner drink.” He looked at Jessie and for the first time saw a trace of annoyance in her face. There was much more than enough for a friendly drink, and David knew that, once Abbott got started, there would be no stopping him until the bottle was empty. Abbott drank deeply. He rubbed the neck against his coat sleeve and gave it back across the table. Now David felt obligated to drink his share. He took much more than he wanted, anxious for it to be gone. They sat there for thirty minutes, passing it back and forth like old friends over a campfire. They never offered it to her or looked her way while they drank, as if the mere suggestion would be obscene. Abbott finished off the last few drops. “Just enough to wet your whistle,” he said agreeably.

Later they talked—the two of them talked and she listened. David found the old man’s mind keen and challenging. They talked Darwin and Nietzsche and Marx. The girl drifted off into a world of her own. David told Abbott about his friendship with Jack London and how London had converted him to socialism. They talked about the Sacco-Vanzetti arrests, both feeling that the men were being railroaded. It must have been nearly midnight when David got up and moved to the door. He hoped she would walk out with him again, but she didn’t move. This time it was Abbott who walked with him, until they were out of earshot of the shack.

“I know what you want,” he said.

David looked at him in the moonlight, but the threat he expected wasn’t there. It was simply a statement of fact. The alcohol had drained from Abbott’s face and voice, and what was left was a wise, wrinkled man who had lived too long and not nearly long enough, who had done everything and heard all the words there were to hear.

“I’ve met a hundred men in the last four years and they all wanted the same thing,” Abbott said. “The one thing that stopped ’em was me. They knew I wouldn’t stop short of murder.”

“Would you kill me?”

To a stranger watching them, the question might seem ridiculous, but it was not so to either of them. Size had nothing to do with them. Abbott looked at him hard, trying to see past the eyes to what was underneath. “Come again tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll talk some more.”

They did. The next afternoon they walked down among the railroad tracks. Jessie did not appear, all that day or the day after, when they walked again. Both times they went down to a hobo jungle in the trees, where they sat around a pile of cans and argued socialism and capitalism and anarchy. Each time, near the end of the day, the old man brought up his daughter. For a week the print shop remained closed, and the routine varied only in the different ways they found to express themselves.

He ached to see her again, but that was something Abbott wasn’t yet ready to permit. On the eighth day it snowed again. This time there was no philosophical buildup. Abbott just walked until he found a window to conversation. “I made a mistake,” he said.

David stepped across steel rails and waited.

“I let her grow up wild,” the old man said. “I thought it was the best way.”

“She’s turned out lovely.”

“And totally unequipped to face the world. I don’t know what might happen to her when I die. I’ve thought of that constantly these past few years. Christ, I’ve thought of nothing else.”

“You may be around another twenty years.”

“Stop talking. You don’t have to be polite to me. I’m dying now; I know that. Every time I take a drink I die a little. My guts hurt all the time. I once went to pre-med school, so I know what raw booze does, especially the rotten swill you get today. It eats out your liver, corrodes your kidneys. I’ve been pissing blood off and on for six months. So this time next week, next year, two years from now. Sometime, and not too goddamn long. Maybe someday I’ll just drink too much and fall asleep in the snow. I know it, you know it, Waldo. Only Jessie doesn’t know it. She thinks I’ll go on forever.”

He paused, coughing up a yellow blob and spitting it into the snow. “She has . . . something missing . . . somewhere. She wasn’t ever interested in the things I wanted her to have, knew she had to have, and I never found a way to make her understand. Then the drinking got worse, and then for a while that was all that mattered. It seemed like just the blink of an eye before she was grown and ready for the vultures. She’s got no shame about her body: She’d walk naked in front of a dozen men without thinking twice. No idea what that does to a man, even to her father, you know? No idea what some men would do to her, given half a chance. She’d play with dolls if I let her. She could entertain herself all day long like that. She doesn’t know how to do anything but sit around looking beautiful.”

“To some men, that’s enough.”

Abbott turned then, and David saw such pain in the old man’s face that he wanted to weep. He touched Abbott’s shoulder and some of it seemed to go away, as if he’d pulled open a drain. “I’m taking a hell of a chance on you,” Abbott said. “You understand that.”

There was another pause, then Abbott said, “If you want her, then okay.”

The words thrilled and frightened him at the same time.

“Okay,” Abbott said again. “She likes you.”

“She told you that?”

“She don’t have to tell me, I know her. She might have a kid’s brain, but she’s got a woman’s emotions. I’ve seen her watch men when she don’t know I’m watching. It’s the look of a woman, not a child. A hunger. We all know about that, men and women alike, we all know that feeling. She’s ready for something more than looking and she knows it. She’s ready and she ought to have it.” He turned gradually until they were headed back along the western base of the valley. “Look, all I’m asking is that you find some way to help her come to grips with life. I tried and failed. If you try and fail too, I can’t ask any more than that. But you’ve got to try. And that’s all there is. The only condition. Take it or leave it.”

They didn’t say anything more. They walked up the slope for another ten minutes, until the shack rose above the rim. Abbott stopped at the top, where the breeze stirred the brown grass as it stuck up through the snow. He waited for David’s answer before approaching the shack. And David knew then that there were a dozen problems that hadn’t been covered in the simplicity of Abbott’s incredible offer, and that he could not voice any of them. There could be no bargaining without somehow cheapening it, robbing it of its nobility. “I’ll try,” David said. Abbott nodded. “Just one more thing, and I’ll never mention it again. All I ask from you is what’s right. Just try, that’s all. No man could ask for more than that. If you don’t, there’ll be something to settle between you and me.”

He wrenched open the door. She was sitting on the bed wearing a white dress. Where she got it God only knew. Her hair hung down her back to her waist. It was parted evenly and tied with a ribbon. Her cheeks shone red from scrubbing and her eyes revealed an excitement that he had not seen in her. “Come here, girl,” Abbott said. He led her out into the light, his most prized possession. She smelled fresh and sweet. “Take her,” Abbott said. The old man disappeared over the rim, walking east toward the railroad, rubbing his eyes as he went.

David watched him for a long moment. The girl never looked back. Together they walked across the meadow toward Colfax Avenue, and the start of her new life.
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They were still sitting in the dark print shop when the police came. She seemed, as always, content simply to be with him, to wait for him to come out of his mood, take her upstairs, read to her and finally, perhaps, impale her against the cool sheet. Now the night was still. The paperboys were gone, the lights along the street had gone out and people across town were coming to grips with a president’s passing. On the table beside them lay an old copy of Wuthering Heights, cracked open about midway. It was the fourth time he had read it to her. Four times for that, three for Little Women, three each for Jane Eyre and Lorna Doone, and countless times for Green Mansions. Her tastes ran to exotic, faraway love, and after a while she excluded everything that didn’t conform. When he hadn’t read a favorite in some time, she would thrust it at him as though she had just discovered it, saying, “Here, David, read me this.” She knew the books by the colors of their covers. He had tried to teach her to read for herself, but she had never learned. He made some notable tries at variety. Once he tried her on David Copperfield, but the cruelty in that upset her and she asked him to stop. He gambled on Romeo and Juliet. It was her kind of tale, but the language was beyond her. He tried to explain it but she wasn’t interested. Shakespeare hadn’t given her enough to grasp and cling to. So they fell into a rut. They read the same books and had the same talks, and made love four and five times a week. It fulfilled her and was enough.

But for David the days of the second year had become long and exasperating. He had seen a great deal of progress in her first few weeks, and after that, nothing. She relied on him completely. He had his work, business was steady, and once a month his round table meeting, when many of the west side’s self-proclaimed intellectuals gathered in the shop to discuss theories of life. He found himself looking forward to the meetings. They gave him an escape hatch from Jessie. He could count on her to disappear for those few hours every third Saturday of the month. Now she gave him this time without any complaint. She could let him have his one Saturday afternoon a month and still be content, as long as she could command the rest of his time. He was living in a bottle and she was the keeper of the cork.

The problem was deepened by the fact that he loved her. What Abbott had hoped would happen had happened. David couldn’t imagine living without her. Losing her would be like losing a daughter, yet she was so much more than that. So much more and at the same time less. And that was why, on this August night, he could sit with her and feel absolutely alone. He was thinking about their time together and how much he loved her when the police car pulled up outside.

For a moment his mind went blank. He stared through the open storefront and saw black shadows move in the car. There were at least three of them, maybe four. He felt, as he always did when they came, the faint beginnings of fear. It seemed like a long time that they sat like that, the police outside, the man and the girl inside. Then one of the cops opened a car door and stepped out, throwing a cigarette into the street. David stiffened. His fingers closed around her arm. “Go upstairs,” he said. His voice was soft but urgent. “Go upstairs and get dressed.”

She obeyed at once. It was an old story for both of them. Now the other cops got out and came around toward his door, forming a small knot of moving darkness. There were four of them. The pounding began, steady, insistent. When he knew Jessie was out of sight, he turned on the light and went to the door. At the threshold was Joe Moran, a lieutenant. The others were patrol cops from the cut of their clothes. The routine varied only in the number that came after him. He stepped back from the doorway and Moran came in. The others stood back in his shadow. Moran’s eyes swept the entire shop, lingering on the circular staircase.

“Well,” David said, “what this time?”

“Just a few questions, Mister Waldo. That okay with you, Mister Waldo?”

“It’s pretty late, Moran, even for you.”

“I don’t tell things when to happen, Mister Waldo. I’d like to know your whereabouts tonight.”

“What things? You think maybe I had something to do with the President’s death?”

“I’d like you to answer the question, if you don’t mind.”

“All right. What time tonight?”

“All night.”

“I was here mostly.”

“How about when you weren’t here?”

“Took a walk. Around the lake.”

“It’s a big lake. Must take at least an hour. Maybe two.”

“Took us two. We stopped and sat for a while.”

“Who’s we?”

“I went with a friend.”

“What’s his name?”

“Her name, Lieutenant, is Jessie Abbott. As you well know.”

The floor creaked upstairs. Moran cut his eyes up.

“Not much of an alibi, is she?”

“Why should I need an alibi?”

“What time did you take this walk?”

“Around seven o’clock.”

“That’d put you back here around what, nine o’clock?”

“More or less.”

“Well, was it or wasn’t it?”

“I told you, more or less. I don’t carry a watch.”

Again Moran looked at the ceiling. “Anybody see you at the lake?”

“Not that I know.”

“Anybody visit you here, either before you left or after you got back?”

“No.”

“Uh-huh.” Moran crossed the room, looking up the staircase into the black apartment. “... I think we’d better continue this talk downtown. That okay with you?”

“No, it’s not okay with me. What are you doing, making my store a monthly beat?”

“I think you’d better get your shirt. Mister Waldo.”

He sighed and moved over to the staircase.

“Tell her to bring it,” Moran said. “And come down with it.”

Her feet were still bare. She had dressed in jeans and a pullover sweatshirt. The jeans were skin-tight, showing up every curve and crack. Moran and his men exchanged looks, and one of the cops cleared his throat. She held his shirt for him, and that seemed to amuse them. Soft snickers went around the room. He slipped his arms in and squeezed her shoulder lightly. Out on the street, one of the men pushed him toward the car. He sat in the back seat, wedged between two of them. The driver slipped under the wheel, but Moran paused on the sidewalk as if lost in a second thought. He went back to the shop and looked in at Jessie.

He spoke to her, trying for a balance between sympathy and authority. “You ought to know it if you don’t already. You’re keeping bad company.”

She just looked at him.

“This man is a known agitator. He’s a communist, an anarchist. He’s a subversive.” Softer, then: “Do you know what that means, Jessie?”

She shook her head, so slightly. No. No, of course not.

“We’ve been keeping an eye on him ever since he came to town.”

Her lips didn’t move, but her eyes asked why.

“We do that with known radicals. These are dangerous times.” He paused, then said, “If you’re smart, you’ll find yourself another friend.” He let the thought hang there for a moment, then he turned and walked briskly out of the shop.

“What did you say to her?” David said.

“It’s not important.”

“I want to know what you said.”

“I told her not to wait up. We may be a while.”

They released him about an hour before dawn. They had taken their time about everything, beginning with the ride into Denver. The driver zigzagged and backtracked, through the colored areas east of town, through Curtis Street where the theaters and lights and speakeasies were, up Champa Street past the Denver Post building which tonight, even this late, was busy and blazing with light. It was after two o’clock when they arrived on Larimer Street and parked at City Hall. They ushered him around the corner toward the Police Department side, on Fourteenth Street. The cop who liked to push people pushed him through the doorway and he stumbled down a short flight of stairs into the office. The cop pushed him ahead, through a dark hallway, until they came to a small, windowless room. There was nothing in the room but chairs and a table. David was pushed toward a chair in the corner. The cops rolled smokes and soon the air was blue.

Moran did the questioning. For most of the first hour, David was not told why he had been brought in. Later he learned that someone had held up a grocery store on the west side, about ten blocks from his print shop. The questioning zeroed in on his whereabouts at approximately ten-fifteen when, he remembered vividly, he and Jessie had been in bed. He told Moran that they had been talking then. Moran carried a short piece of stiff garden hose, which he slapped in his hand as he paced before David’s chair and went through the same questions. After a while Moran slipped the hose into an inside pocket and David knew the interrogation was over. But Moran didn’t let him go yet. He stood near the door—watching, running something through his mind that had been there before, many times. “Tell me something, Waldo, what’s that little piece like in bed?” he said. David just looked at him. “She’s so quiet on the outside, I bet she’s all fire between the sheets. That right, Waldo? That what you were doing during the stickup? Did she like it, Waldo? Does it make her shiver and squeal?” Moran jerked open the door, letting in cool air and the sound of typewriters. “Get out of here, Waldo,” he said. “Just remember, when you do slip up, I’ll be right behind you.”

The bells were tolling four o’clock as he walked out into the fresh air of Larimer Street. He looked up the empty trolley track and, not knowing how long he might have to wait, he began to walk. He was about two blocks from City Hall when he heard the sounds behind him. He stopped short, and for two or three seconds the sounds of running footsteps echoed through the empty street. It sounded like several men running. He squinted into the streetlight, but saw no one behind him. He listened for another moment, then he pushed ahead toward the viaduct and the valley.

The steps came again, much closer now. He stopped and turned and saw nothing. He came to a corner, one block up from the viaduct, and he stopped there and watched. He heard something: a few clicks, grinding, like a man trying to be quiet walking across broken glass.

Abruptly he turned off course, heading north along a street that dead-ended into a fenced junkyard. Beyond it were the railroad yards, the broad spaces broken by bunches of open freight cars waiting to be coupled up. An alley ran along the outside of the fence. A sharp noise brought him around and now he saw them, three shadows about fifty yards away. They had come into the street and were moving toward him, fanned out, to minimize his chance of getting past them. He heard a snap, saw a gleam of metal, heard a bottle go spinning into a gutter.

He turned and walked quickly into the alley, not east toward the police station, but west, toward the dark underbelly of the viaduct. Behind him came the sounds of running feet. He stepped around some garbage cans, stopped and pulled them out into the middle of the alley. Then he whirled and ran blindly toward the street.

He heard the clatter as the men hit the cans, and now for the first time he heard their voices. He slipped under the viaduct and flattened himself against one of the huge concrete pillars.

The best thing now was simply be still. If they were robbers, they’d search briefly under the viaduct, give it up as a bad job, and leave. If they were cops ... He held his breath. A vision of Moran returning alone to his shop danced through his mind. The sounds of footsteps came again, and light pierced the darkness. The man in the middle held it as they came, playing the beam back and forth, stopping on any hiding place. His foot touched something heavy and round: a heavy iron construction rod, cut off about five feet long. He bent his knees and lowered his body. He gripped the bar with his right hand and, just as slowly, straightened his knees until he was standing again.

The one with the flashlight was perhaps ten yards away now; the others fanned out perhaps another ten yards either way. They came steadily, until the hand holding the light began appearing around the column. David raised the iron rod and swung at the light, hit something, and heard the light drop, still shining to the ground. He smashed it under his boot and in the same movement whirled, swinging the iron rod in a complete circle. He swung hard, vicious chops that might have taken a man’s head off. But he hit nothing, and soon he dropped low, near the ground, and waited for their next move. No one moved and none of them talked. After a while he knew he was alone under the viaduct. He stood slowly, still cautious, and moved out to the west. He walked until the viaduct dropped away and he saw the reassuring sky over the railroad tracks.

He pushed on to the west, past Jordan Abbott’s shack, and into the side streets above West Colfax, where the houses were few and he could walk under cover of trees and heavy undergrowth. From here out to Sheridan, nothing was paved. Colfax, the main drag east and west, was lined with houses and ramshackle stores, but the streets around it were little more than old farmlands marked off in squares. Beyond Cheltenham School the houses diminished in number and the streets became rougher, muddier, harder to travel. He walked in the bushes, pausing occasionally to watch and listen behind him. No one came. He walked to Osceola Street, several blocks beyond his store, and sat there under an elm tree, to watch the road in all directions for a long time.

He thought about Jessie. The heat in Moran’s eyes whenever he looked at Jessie had not been lost on David, and he thought now that perhaps Abbott should be consulted before it went any further. There was a danger there: Abbott might decide to pack her off to Florida. He had talked about it often enough, and a problem with the police might be enough to push him on. It was a painful thought. Yet it filled him with a nostalgic feeling for the days before Jessie, when he could think and read for himself. He wanted that freedom, and wanted her at the same time. Either way, the toll was great.

He had realized quite suddenly that his romance with Jessie had begun to pale. He had, in fact, become interested in another woman, though they had never met and he didn’t know her name. She was lovely, dark where Jessie was fair, and he imagined her to be witty and full of interesting talk. She lived on Osceola Street. There it was, then—the reason why he had walked past his store instead of returning to his love’s bed. The woman in the window.

The thought of her brought him to his feet, and he started up the road toward her house. Theirs was the only house on the west side of the block. It was a two-story frame house surrounded by trees. The family name was Kohl. The father ran a grocery store on Colfax, two blocks from David’s shop. The son was a cripple who had lost both legs in the war. David knew these things: He had seen the son being pushed along Colfax in his wheelchair by Julia Howe, one of the young intellectuals who came to his round table. He had intended to ask her about the Kohls, many times, but somehow the subject had never come up. Instead, he picked up neighborhood scuttlebutt. They were Jews; as most families in this neighborhood were. The mother was eccentric. The father was a widely respected neighborhood sage. There were brothers in addition to the one without legs. One was still a child, no more than ten years old; the other was grown and moved away, living somewhere with his own wife and family. David had heard that he worked for the Denver Post. The sister, that lovely woman of the window, was a recluse. Perhaps that was what first attracted him to her: that air of mystery. People gossiped about her, but no one seemed to know anything. David had only seen her five or six times, always standing in her upper-floor room by the oval window.

He came past the trees at the front of her house, and saw that her light was on. It often was on at odd hours. David knew, because that was when he did most of his walking. He drew abreast of the house, and through the oval window he could see her dark head. She was sitting by a lamp reading a book.

He stood there for a long time, hoping she would stand. His right arm for a glimpse of the woman in the window; his soul for a chance to talk to her. But she didn’t move. At last, afraid of being discovered, he moved away down the street. He turned into Colfax just in time to see Moran’s police car pulling away from the front of his shop.
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Inside the house on Osceola Street, the woman of the window was leafing through a leatherbound scrapbook. Her name written in beautiful Victorian script inside the front cover: Anna Kohl. The scrapbook was divided into two sections, one much fatter than the other. In the hours since one o’clock she had gone through the slender section and half of the other. At least twice a year she read the book, lingering over scraps and cuttings.

The first section of the book was labeled WBIII, the initials of William Brown III. The great love of her life, who had risen from the poor west side to become one of the state’s political powers. There were cuttings from three papers. She insisted that her father take them all, News, Post, Times. It was one of the few things she had asked of anyone. Many of the stories she had saved were different treatments of the same event. There were business stories: WBIII elected officer of this or that club, Brown getting the presidency of Mountain States Coal, becoming, at thirty-one, the youngest man ever to hold that post. There was political material: Brown meeting the President, shaking Harding’s hand in the White House garden. There was a very long interview about Willie Brown becoming one of the state’s great silent powers, a man behind men, a political wizard whose instincts were considered flawless. And there were society cuttings, for Willie Brown had married into society, twice. There were chatty pieces about the Browns attending opening nights, being invited to prominent weddings, and of course that brief item about their divorce. Then, another brief on his second marriage, still another on their separation and divorce just this year. William Brown III had had two children with two wives and in his thirties had attained more than most men get in a lifetime. None of it had made him happy, and in all Denver only Anna Kohl knew why.

The second section of the scrapbook was much larger. Its clippings had outgrown the book, and many lay loosely between the last page and the cover. This part was labeled “Bonfils.”

She didn’t remember how old she’d been when she began collecting material on Bonfils. The most recent cutting had come from last week’s Post; the earliest were undated, but were yellow with age. She might have been as young as six, which would put them around 1900, 1901. She remembered going to school then, being on a summer break the first time she’d seen him. She had made friends with a child named Gail Jaffe, who had married a powerful state senator and, she supposed, would still be her friend. They hadn’t seen each other in many years. Gail’s parents were rich Jews from New York. Her father had made a lot of money in imports, and was very liberal. He seemed to enjoy having his daughter play with someone of Anna’s deprived background. The Jaffees had bought a mansion near Cheesman Park. They also owned a cabin at Sloan’s Lake, and that was how the girls had met. Sometimes during the summers Anna would stay down overnight, soaking up the luxury of lace and silk and a private room with an adjoining bath. Her window overlooked a hedge into Bonfils’ yard. That first summer she had seen Bonfils at a distance, and then only occasionally as he left his mansion early in the morning. He was a dapper man who wore loud clothes and stepped lively. He was trim; not an inch of fat anywhere. He had thick, dark hair and a moustache. She hardly noticed him at all until Gail began telling her about the scandals one night. From then on, Bonfils’ name was linked in her mind with all the characters of mystery and adventure that she knew from books. Bonfils was a rogue, and Anna Kohl always had a soft place in her heart for rogues.

He must have been in his late thirties then. One morning at breakfast, Gail mentioned his name and her father calmly folded his News and silenced her with an icy stare. “Just what have you been hearing about Mister Bonfils?” he asked. He always pronounced it Bon-fills, as it was spelled, instead of the correct Bon-fees.

Gail said she hadn’t heard anything.

“Mister Bonfils,” her father said, “is a liar and a thief.”

Mrs. Jaffe blanched, but her husband said, “They’re not too young to hear words like that. They should know there are people like Bonfils in the world. They’ll be poor samples of womanhood if they grow up sheltered and protected.”

Gail didn’t say anything. Anna said, “Why do you say that about Mister Bonfils? What’s he done?”

“He publishes a sheet of scandal and sensationalism that disguises itself as a daily newspaper. Actually it’s a vile piece of trash.”

It was the first reference Anna heard to Bonfils’ line of work. Later she heard, also from Mr. Jaffe, that Bonfils had been a land swindler somewhere back east, in Kansas or Oklahoma, and that he’d been involved in other shady deals before he teamed up with Harry Tammen to buy the Post. Tammen lived half a block away, and Mr. Jaffe said he was even worse. He had met Tammen, and found him to be coarse and vulgar. Mr. Jaffe would not pass the time of day with either Bonfils or Tammen if they met on the street. The Denver Post itself was the biggest scandal in town, to Mr. Jaffe’s thinking. Bonfils and Tammen were constantly rocking Denver with screaming red headlines, exposing everything in sight. That too, Mr. Jaffe said, was a sham. It was an established fact that Bonfils and Tammen used their newspaper purely and simply to extort money from people. It was known by everyone in town that Post pressure had been applied to advertising holdouts. Bonfils and Tammen had run a series on sweatshops, which stopped as soon as the department stores fell into line. Mr. Jaffe said he should know: He had a fifty percent interest in one store downtown, and he knew most of the merchants by their first names. Throughout Denver, people agreed: Bonfils and Tammen were poison, the worst extortionists in the state.

She had always been a romantic, and now she dreamed about the intriguingly wicked Mr. Bonfils. Whenever she stayed at the Jaffe mansion, she got up early and posted a chair near her bedroom window. She caught little glimpses of him as he flashed past. Then, dissatisfied with that, she crept downstairs and outside, standing at a corner of the hedge where she could not be noticed. He came out at once, causing her to catch her breath. He was magnificent. He wore a Derby hat, tweeds, and a vest. His erect posture and brisk step suggested nobility, and made him a giant in her eyes. She was amazed to learn that he worked Saturdays and sometimes even Sundays. It was on a Saturday morning that he first saw her. She was waiting behind the hedge, shifting her weight for a better look and breaking a stick under her foot. Bonfils fixed those dark, liquid eyes on her. She stared at her feet until his shadow fell over her. When she finally did look up, he was directly above her, separated from her by the hedge. He said hello, softly and kindly, and his voice was like velvet, exactly as she’d imagined it. “You’re a pretty little girl,” he said. “Come over here and I’ll give you something.”

She shook her head.

“You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’ve got two girls myself. They’re not home now. Come.” He held out his hand but made no move toward her.

“I can’t,” she said.

“Why not?”

“I’m not allowed to cross the hedge.”

“Not even for some candy?”

“No, sir.”

“Then I guess you’ll have to miss it.” He looked up at Jaffe’s window. “You see, I’m not allowed to cross the hedge either.”

She was to see Bonfils again, many times. When she was alone, he always nodded to her. Sometimes he spoke, though never if adults were present. She read his paper ravenously in her own home, where it was more welcome. She was fascinated by the gallery of human freaks portrayed there. Even more interesting were the Post’s editorial stands. By the time she was nine, she had as much journalistic knowledge as the average adult. She understood that the Post had no formal editorial page, didn’t need one, because its views were expressed up front, in its Page One news stories. Sometimes Bonfils himself signed the editorials, which also ran on page one.

By the fifth summer of her friendship with Gail Jaffe, she had become almost a permanent weekend guest. Gail was an introvert with few friends, and the Jaffes were grateful that Anna was willing to spend so much time there. They didn’t know that she dressed each day before dawn, slipped out of the house through a side door, went down into the garden, and exchanged a few words with Bonfils. Even on the occasional Sunday when he didn’t go to work, he was up early and around. He would come outside for his newspaper, fully and properly dressed, and would stroll casually around the house. He always seemed surprised to see her. “Hello, little girl,” he said. He never learned her name, never asked. He must have thought she belonged to the Jaffes. “Still can’t come through the hedge?” When she shook her head, he shook his, but he seldom smiled. Sometimes he passed a few more words with her. “Nice day,” he would say. “Good day to go fishing. Have you ever been fishing, little girl? No? You’ll have to get your father to take you sometime.” His dark eyes would grip hers and hold them for a moment, and she would stand as if hypnotized.
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