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ONE


Sunday, August 9, 1896


BY THE TIME Otto Raphael reached the great pile of brick and brownstone known as the Union League Club, on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Thirty-ninth Street, he could already feel the sweat trickling between his shoulder blades. His shirt was plastered to his ribs, and the sleeves of his suit coat were clinging to his arms. The sun had set two hours ago, but it must still be close to ninety degrees.


He stopped beneath the clubhouse’s iron and glass marquee and lifted his brass watch and chain from his pants pocket. Five minutes to nine. He glanced up and down the airless roadway. There wasn’t much traﬃc at this hour, and the few animals in sight were lathered and laboring. Headquarters had been flooded with complaints about the hundreds of horse carcasses rotting on the city’s streets. He blew out a sigh. How much longer could New York endure this hellish weather?


He heard a metallic click behind him. Turning, he saw a liveried doorman eyeing him from the topmost step. Finally, the man asked, “May I help you, sir?” Raphael thought he heard an unkind emphasis on the final word.


Before he could answer, a black hired brougham rattled to a stop at the curb. Two men climbed out. One was in his late thirties, with close-cropped brown hair and the burly build of a wrestler. The other, a decade older, had the thinning gray hair, drooping mustache, and gold spectacles of a schoolmaster. Both were wearing black tailcoats with white vests and black satin bow ties.


Raphael approached the younger man. “Good evening, Commissioner. Mr. Riis,” he added, without a glance toward the other.


“Evening, Rafe,” Mr. Roosevelt replied. “Warm enough for you?”


The doorman hurried down the steps and took the leather grip from the commissioner’s hand. “I’ll have that, sir.”


“Put the bag in my room, will you, Hennessy?” Mr. Roosevelt said. “We’re going to get something to eat. I’m famished.” The commissioner had just come back from Oyster Bay. With Mrs. Roosevelt and the children staying out on the island during the hot wave, he would be spending a few nights at his club.


Hennessy held the door. As Rafe followed the others inside, he felt the doorman’s gaze on him again, not so much hostile this time as curious. Mr. Roosevelt had instructed Rafe not to wear his uniform, but now he felt underdressed even in his gray serge suit. He had read of the elegant banquets held within these walls, in honor of governors and presidents, but before the commissioner’s invitation he had never thought of passing through the heavy iron doors. He suspected that, if the members knew who he was, he wouldn’t be welcome tonight, even as Mr. Roosevelt’s guest.


They entered a spacious foyer with paneled walls and a tall carved ceiling, then climbed a grand staircase surmounted by fluted columns. Passing an array of marble busts and gilt-framed portraits, they came to the dining room. Rafe took in the soft lighting, the gentle clink of porcelain, the bass hum of hushed male voices. As the maître d’ showed them through the long, high-arched room, he recognized the faces of industrialists and politicians he had read about in the pages of the New York Sun. The trio took their places at a square, white-clothed table near a window. The sash was thrown open in the hope that a breeze might stir, but the velvet curtains hung straight as a carpenter’s plumb.


“No need for menus,” Mr. Roosevelt told the maître d’. “We’re working tonight, and we’re in a hurry, aren’t we, boys? We’ll have the veal with truﬄes, I think. With petit pois—and some of those potatoes I like.”


“Pommes parisiennes. Would the commissioner care to see the wine list?”


“Not tonight.”


On their way in, Rafe had noted the wineglasses and champagne flutes dotting the tables. He knew that Mr. Roosevelt enjoyed the occasional glass of white wine but rarely indulged in anything stronger. Rafe suspected it had something to do with Elliott. The commissioner never discussed it, of course, but everyone knew that his beloved younger brother had passed away a few years ago after a long bout with alcoholism. It had been in all the papers.


But even if he wasn’t imbibing himself, the other diners had nothing to fear from the police commissioner, even on a Sunday night. Despite Mr. Roosevelt’s shocking decision to enforce state law, a man could still get a legal drink seven days a week in New York City—as long as he was dining at a private club or hotel restaurant. The commissioner was right, of course. The law must be enforced. Especially since his corrupt predecessors had reaped more in bribes for overlooking the Sunday closing rules than they had received in the department’s oﬃcial budget. The crackdown was part of Mr. Roosevelt’s long-overdue reforms, along with a restructuring of the detective department, competitive exams for promotions, and firearms training for every oﬃcer, although patrolmen didn’t generally carry sidearms. He’d even outfitted a bicycle squad, which was proving particularly useful in corralling runaway horses. Altogether, the changes made for the most sweeping transformation in the history of the N.Y.P.D., and Rafe felt honored to be a part of it. Even so, he was hard-pressed to explain to his neighbors on the Lower East Side why rich goyim could get a drink on the Christian Sabbath and they couldn’t.


The reforms weren’t popular in other parts of the city, either. Uptown, the swells were still blaming Mr. Roosevelt for the Republicans’ drubbing at the polls last November. In Albany, the assembly had even tried to legislate his job out of existence. This past May, the city comptroller had challenged Mr. Roosevelt to a duel with pistols—and the commissioner had accepted, before cooler heads prevailed. On the four-man police board, Mr. Roosevelt had only one ally, the young Mr. Andrews, whose inexperience made him a weak partner at best. Even a newcomer like Rafe could see that, with so few friends in the department and in his own party, the commissioner was in a hard place.


Mr. Roosevelt’s eyes settled on a table in the far corner. Following his gaze, Rafe made out the dark features and celebrated glower of J. P. Morgan. Not the richest man in America but, they said, the most important. The man who financed corporations like General Electric and American Telephone & Telegraph, who controlled most of the country’s railroads, who just last year had personally saved the federal government from default. But apparently, America’s preeminent banker was taking dinner alone tonight.


“Morgan lost his sister Sarah last month,” Mr. Roosevelt murmured to his companions.


Riis nodded and stroked his mustache.


Rafe said, “There was a piece in the Sun last week, when her body came back from Germany.”


Mr. Morgan raised a brandy snifter to the commissioner, but Rafe couldn’t tell whether it was in deference or in mockery of the unpopular closing law.


Rafe let his glance wander up to the richly carved ceiling. As if sensing his unease, Mr. Roosevelt said, “You know, when I was first nominated for membership here, back in eighty-one, I was blackballed. They didn’t want me.” He clacked his oversized teeth at the absurdity of the idea. “Well, on the other hand, maybe they don’t want me now, either. Ha!”


He turned to Riis. “Jake, what do you have on tap for us tonight?”


“I thought we might go down by the Brooklyn Bridge,” Riis said in his raspy Danish burr. “We haven’t been over there yet.”


For the past week, the pair had been touring the slums to see for themselves how the poor were coping in the deadly heat. Although the city had opened the floating public baths in the East and North Rivers for twenty-four hours a day, people were still dying. Especially in the unventilated tenements, where temperatures could reach 120 degrees. Workers were collapsing on piers, in stables, behind pushcarts; skinny-dipping boys were being swept away in the current; nightshirted sleepers were rolling off rooftops, where they’d gone hoping for some relief. According to this morning’s Sun, eighteen people had died in New York and Brooklyn yesterday alone. Unless the heat broke soon, they said, hundreds more would perish.


For Mr. Roosevelt the nightly visits were part of his oﬃcial duties. As president of the board of police commissioners, he also sat on the board of health, which had a clear responsibility in the hot wave. And as head of the police, he saw the violence that could erupt when human beings were forced to endure the unendurable. For Riis the visits were more personal. Coming from Denmark at the age of twenty-one, he’d lived in the tenements and worked as a carpenter and a flatiron salesman before getting his start in journalism. Now, as star police reporter for the Sun, he still spent his days and nights in places the aﬄuent knew only by their unsavory reputation. His book exposing the desperate conditions of the poor, How the Other Half Lives, had caused a sensation when it was published several years ago.


Mr. Roosevelt had been among those moved by the work, and, after he’d come back to New York to take over as police commissioner, he had called on Riis to offer his help. Now Riis called him a brother, and Mr. Roosevelt called him the best American he knew. Rafe couldn’t help but admire Riis’s reforming zeal. But when he’d picked up a copy of How the  Other Half Lives, he had barely recognized his Irish and Italian neighbors in its pages. And he certainly hadn’t recognized the Jews. “Money is their God,” Riis had written of Rafe’s people. “Life itself is of little value compared with even the leanest bank account.” Riis meant well, but how could the man believe those shopworn slanders about his fellow immigrants?


Tonight was the first time Rafe had been invited on one of these excursions. About noon last Friday, Mr. Roosevelt had come out of his oﬃce holding Rafe’s report on arrests for violation of the Sunday closing law. “That’s fine, careful work,” the commissioner had told him. Then, as Mr. Roosevelt had turned away, he’d called over his shoulder, “Jake and I are going out again Sunday night. Why don’t you join us?” Rafe was flattered by the invitation, but he still wasn’t sure why he had been included. Should he take it as a sign of Mr. Roosevelt’s rising confidence in him?


A waiter brought their food, and the table grew quiet as the commissioner and Riis enjoyed their veal. Rafe sipped from his water goblet, nibbled on a roll, lifted a few peas on his silver fork. As Mr. Roosevelt came up to wipe the gravy from his mustache, he glanced at Rafe’s plate. “What’s the matter, not to your taste?” he asked. Then as soon as he’d said it, he realized. “Why didn’t you say something?”


“I’m fine,” Rafe told him.


“We’ll get you something else.”


“No, thank you.” His tone was polite but definite. The last thing he wanted was a scene.


Riis looked puzzled at the exchange. “I forgot,” Mr. Roosevelt explained. “Rafe here keeps kosher. I admire that in a man. Religious devotion, I mean.”


Rafe opened his mouth but then closed it again. How to explain the tangled ties of culture and family, more potent even than belief?


Mr. Roosevelt jabbed a slice of potato onto his fork and pointed it at Riis. “Did I ever tell you how Rafe here came to be my assistant?” He had, but he didn’t wait for Riis’s answer. “Last year, a tenement—where was it, Rafe?”


“Allen and Hester.”


“Yes, that’s it—a tenement caught fire in the middle of the night. Rafe and his father live down the street, over the family meat market. Still in their nightclothes, they ran into the building, banging on doors, waking people, saving every soul in that part of the tenement. Didn’t you, Rafe?”


“Anyone would have done the same,” Rafe said.


“Not everyone. No one went into the other side of the building, and a dozen people died. Not long after, I was invited to give a talk at the Young Men’s Institute on the Bowery. Some proud neighbor took the opportunity to introduce me to Rafe. Or Otto, as they called him. I was the one who started calling him Rafe.” He took a deep swallow from his water goblet. “Anyway, I could see he was a powerful fellow, with a good-humored, intelligent face. From talking to him I could tell he was sober and resolute, with a strong will to improve himself. He was still working in the meat market, but I encouraged him to take the police examination. Out of nearly four hundred applicants, don’t you know he earned the highest score on the physical test and tenth-highest on the mental portion. So this past December I offered him a job in my oﬃce. Oh, and he’s a champion boxer. Every Wednesday afternoon, he condescends to spar with me. My fighting Maccabee I call him, don’t I, Rafe?”


Rafe smiled unconvincingly. Despite the admiration and gratitude he felt toward the commissioner, he wouldn’t mind if he never heard that story, or the nickname, again.


“Not many of your people on the force,” Riis said.


“No.” Rafe had never known a Jewish cop, had never dreamed of becoming one before his chance encounter with Mr. Roosevelt. But when the possibility presented itself, he leapt at the opportunity to get out of the meat market. The pay was better, but there was more to it than that. Like everybody in his neighborhood, Rafe had known the violence and injustice faced by the poor, and he liked the idea of standing up for those who couldn’t stand up for themselves. He and Mr. Roosevelt were alike in that way, he figured. Sometimes policing even felt to Rafe like a civic duty, a kind of mitzvah.


He threw himself into the work, learning all he could, doing all the commissioner would let him. And as the months passed, and Mr. Roosevelt was generous in his praise, he began to feel maybe he had an aptitude for it. He began to think of it not only as a job but as a career, maybe even as his family’s way out of the Lower East Side. After all, he told himself, somebody had to be the department’s first Jewish detective.


A waiter handed Mr. Roosevelt a note. Opening it, he looked once again toward the table at the rear of the room. Rafe could see his mind working, but even the president of the board of police commissioners didn’t refuse a summons from J. P. Morgan. Mr. Roosevelt took a final bite of veal. “Blast!” he said as he pulled himself up from his chair and tossed his napkin aside. “I’ll be with you quick as I can.”


Rafe watched him glide from table to table, slapping a back here, shaking a hand there, like the veteran politician he was. In a few minutes’ time he had reached Mr. Morgan.
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Morgan didn’t rise from his seat or extend his hand, but Roosevelt wasn’t taken aback by the reception. The banker’s brusqueness was legendary, and Roosevelt had known him too long to expect anything else. The man must be nearing sixty, Roosevelt calculated as he pulled out a chair. The banker’s hair had gone white, but the great arching brows and the brush-like mustache were black as ever. So were the eyes, which he would fix on a man like a snake studying its prey. He’d been a handsome man, Roosevelt recalled, until he’d been struck several years back by a bizarre skin disease that had left his nose a swollen, purple mass. He was fiercely self-conscious about it, Roosevelt knew. As far as anyone could tell, it was his only vulnerability.


Roosevelt perched on the front of the chair. “My condolences on the death of your sister,” he said.


Morgan set down his crystal snifter. “Do you know a creature by the name of William d’Alton Mann?” There was a lifetime of cigars in his voice.


“No,” Roosevelt answered. “Should I?”
 

“He’s the publisher of Town Topics.”
 

“The society magazine?”


Morgan picked a cigar from the ashtray and relit it. “The scandal sheet, you mean. A sewer of innuendo.”


“I can’t say I’ve ever seen it.” His voice had the superior tone of a man who had never done anything of interest to gossips.


Morgan blew out a cloud of acrid smoke. “None of the Four Hundred admits to reading it, either. I guess that makes it the best-circulated, least-read magazine in the country. No one subscribes for the poetry and essays, I can tell you. The real attraction is a filthy little column called ‘Saunterings.’” He gauged Roosevelt down the long black barrel of his Cuban cigar. “Mann pays a servant for information of a … personal … nature. Then the next thing you know, a note arrives asking if the scoundrel may see you on ‘a matter of considerable importance.’ If you don’t respond, scurrilous hints begin to appear in print. Such as, ‘Why does the wife of a certain wealthy man always go to Europe about the time he returns home, and vice versa?’”


Roosevelt recognized a description of the Morgans’ routine.
 

“Or he’ll make some seemingly innocuous mention of a prominent husband and wife, then in the space directly opposite, he’ll print the name of a … friend … of the husband, say. Everyone understands what he’s doing. It’s a parlor game. And the articles continue until he receives a check.”


“How large a check?”


“Until recently, twenty-five hundred dollars was the going rate. You’d be shocked if I told you the men who have written checks like that.”


Roosevelt rubbed his finger over the crisp white tablecloth. “Blackmail is still a felony in New York State,” he said.


Morgan coughed out a dry laugh. “But not so easy to prove when no direct demand is made. Mann claims he’s selling stock in the company, of all the preposterous fabrications. Besides, who could afford the publicity of a trial?”


Roosevelt nodded. Who would put his wife and children through that? Not to mention his bank. Roosevelt knew nothing of finance, was so bad with money that Edith had to pin a twenty-dollar bill inside his pants pocket every morning, and at the end of the day he couldn’t tell her how he’d spent it. Yet even he understood how these things worked. Morgan could move millions of dollars on his say-so, without so much as a signature. More than cash, more than the myriad corporate boards he controlled, his most valuable asset was his own good name. Scandal, even of the purely domestic variety, was bad for business.


Morgan ran his starched napkin over the beads of perspiration on his forehead. “Last year I wrote such a check myself,” he said. “And the articles stopped. But then this past week they began again. Mrs. Morgan and I were named across from a pointed reference to—”


Roosevelt raised his hand. He didn’t need the particulars of Morgan’s most recent conquest.


But Morgan had apparently decided to tell him everything. That’s when Roosevelt realized he was about to be asked for his help. “To Mrs. Douglas.”


Adelaide Townsend Douglas. Roosevelt knew the name. She and her husband, William, had an estate on Long Island’s Little Neck Bay, twenty miles west of the Roosevelts’ house, Sagamore Hill. There were a couple of children, he recalled.


The older man took the cigar from his mouth. “Theodore, there is more at stake here than the humiliation of two families. I don’t need to remind you, of all people, that we are in the midst of the most important presidential election in decades. I know McKinley wasn’t your first choice for the nomination, but now you’re on board. I had Hanna in the other night. Your help is much appreciated.”


Roosevelt wasn’t surprised that McKinley’s campaign manager had been to see Morgan, after the millions the financier had raised from his Wall Street cronies. “If people think times are bad now,” Roosevelt said, “wait until that fanatic Bryan gets in the White House.”


Morgan leaned closer, as though about to utter a curse unfit for the halls of the Union League Club. “Eliminating the tariff, debasing the currency with silver.” He spat out the final word like an epithet. “I’m telling you, we will have a disaster on our hands that will make last year’s crisis look like a summer shower. I’m doing all I can, but as you know, I’m not exactly popular with certain elements right now.”


Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World had been particularly brutal, Roosevelt remembered. Morgan had never been a favorite of the common folk, especially the western and southern farmers drawn to William Jennings Bryan’s populist streak. They were the borrowers, not the lenders of the world, and they blamed Morgan and his ilk for the depression the country had been suffering for the past three years—the worst economic decline of the century, they said. Then last winter, after Morgan had rescued the federal government by issuing sixty-five million dollars in gold bonds—sixty-five million!—ungrateful demagogues like Joseph Pulitzer could only complain about the size of the banker’s commission. Earlier this summer, Morgan had even been hauled before a congressional committee to defend himself against charges of profiteering in the deal.


As police commissioner, Roosevelt could hardly condone blackmail, but in this case neither could he advise against it. What is twenty-five hundred dollars to you? his expression asked. And what is any of this to me?


“What I don’t need right now is someone dragging my name in the gutter,” Morgan went on in a low voice. “Or Mr. McKinley’s, for that matter.”


He leaned closer across the table, and Roosevelt tried not to stare at the famously purple, pathologically swollen nose. Now he understood. Though McKinley needed Morgan’s money, he couldn’t afford his notoriety. If Morgan were tainted by scandal now, the Democrats would seize on it as yet another example of the unholy alliance between Wall Street and Washington. In a close election it could be enough to tip the balance.


“Have you been to see Mann?” Roosevelt asked.


“This afternoon. At Delmonico’s.”


“And?”


“The price has gone up. ‘A simple case of supply and demand,’ the bastard told me. To keep my name out of his … publication … he wants five thousand dollars a month between now and the election.”


“So much?” Such are the wages of sin, he wanted to add. But he said, “I’m sorry, Morgan. You know I don’t get involved in personal cases.”


Morgan sat back and tapped the ashes from his cigar. “Theodore, do you remember when your father and I signed the charter for the American Museum of Natural History in your family’s parlor on Twentieth Street?”


How could he not remember? As a ten-year-old boy besotted with nature, he’d found it the most thrilling moment of his young life. He’d even presented the museum with his treasured collection of bird and mammal specimens, all mounted with his own hands.


“And then the next year, Theodore Senior and I were founding members of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. He was always raising money for some charity or other—the Newsboys Lodging House, the Children’s Orthopedic Hospital. No wonder they called him Great-Heart. I was always glad to contribute. Such a good man.”


Roosevelt pressed his lips together then said, “He was the best man I ever knew.”


“And do you remember, in eighty-one, when you were running for assemblyman?”


He had been waiting for that. Morgan had been among his earliest donors, at the start of his political career.


“We go back a long way, your family and mine. Don’t we, Teedie?”


Roosevelt chafed at the use of his childhood nickname. “Morgan—”


“It’s not just myself I’m thinking of, you understand. It’s the Republican Party. The party of your father. The party that elected you to the assembly. The party that took you back after your ranch out in the Dakotas went bust. The party that ran you for mayor of New York in eighty-six.”


“I had no interest in running—”


“The party that appointed you to the national civil service commission and now to the board of police commissioners. You’re a young man, Theodore. Who knows where your career might take you next?”


Roosevelt glared at him.


“And who knows what form Mr. McKinley’s gratitude might take? It’s not as though things have been easy on the police board lately, especially with all this folderol over the Sunday closing law.” He gave a rare smile. “I should thank you for that. They say you’ve eclipsed me as the most despised man in New York. But how much longer do you think you can hang on? Don’t you think next spring might be a propitious time to return to Washington? Maybe to the Navy Department. That would suit you, I imagine. But of course, only if McKinley is elected. And only if he has reason to extend his gratitude.” He took a folded slip of paper from his vest pocket. As he handed it across the table, it occurred to Roosevelt that their meeting tonight might have been more than coincidence. “Talk to Mann, Theodore. That’s all I’m asking. Have him into the oﬃce for a little chat. What can it hurt?”
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Rafe was glad to see Mr. Roosevelt returning to their table, if only to fill the awkward silence that had descended between him and Jacob Riis. But as the commissioner drew nearer, Rafe made out the sour look on his face. “Come,” he muttered without breaking stride. When Riis and Rafe caught up in the carpeted hallway, Mr. Roosevelt turned to his assistant. “Do I have anything on the agenda for tomorrow morning?”


“Just the board meeting at ten.” The board of police commissioners met every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at that hour.


He shoved a sheet of crumpled stationery into Rafe’s hand. “Telegraph this individual first thing tomorrow. Say I want to see him at eleven-thirty.”


The brougham was halfway down Fifth Avenue before the commissioner’s expression began to clear. Rafe knew how it went. Mr. Roosevelt might be quick to anger, but he was also quick to regain his customary bonhomie. That wasn’t to say he didn’t harbor a grudge, and it was Rafe’s fervent hope that he never found himself in the commissioner’s bad graces.


At Twenty-sixth Street, they passed Madison Square Park. To the east Rafe could make out the high tower of Madison Square Garden, topped by the celebrated copper statue of Diana, her bow drawn, her gilded body naked except for the wisp of fabric wafting from her shoulder. In the white glare of the park’s arc lights, he could see wooden benches crowded with New Yorkers of all classes, hoping to catch a breath of air. But he knew that if anyone dared to stretch out and fall asleep, one of Mr. Roosevelt’s oﬃcers would draw his nightstick and give him a good rap on the soles of his feet.


Under the arching elms, cyclists of both sexes were tracing loops around the curving paths, luxuriating in their manmade breeze. Even Mr. Roosevelt’s young stenographer, Minnie Gertrude Kelly, had embraced the bicycle craze, buying one of the machines on the installment plan. Rafe could imagine her diminutive frame balanced on the leather saddle, her knees pumping, her long black hair floating on the wind.


At the park’s southern end, they veered east onto Broadway. Even on this hot Sunday night, the city’s principal artery was clogged with traﬃc and the sidewalk was dotted with strollers peering into the display windows at Brooks Brothers and Lord & Taylor. Then the carriage turned onto the Bowery, and the department stores gave way to threadbare theaters, music halls, dime museums, beer gardens. Shifting closer to the window, Mr. Roosevelt scrutinized the saloons, satisfying himself that all were dark tonight, as the law required.


On the corner of Delancey, two city workers had opened a hydrant and were standing on their wagon, training a canvas fire hose on the street. Rafe had read about the plan in the paper, but this was the first he’d seen it in practice. The idea was to bring some relief to the neighborhoods by cooling the pavement. Tonight a dozen squealing children, stripped to their underclothes, were running this way and that in the bracing stream.


The farther south they traveled, the more dilapidated the buildings, the more rubbish in the streets, the rougher the characters slouching in the shadows. With every breath Rafe took, the rarefied atmosphere of the Union League Club was replaced by the old, familiar odors of rotting garbage and open sewers. The brougham crossed Hester Street, where even now, a few blocks to the east, his father, brother, sisters, and little nephew would be settling down for the night in the tiny apartment he shared with them.


His eyes trained out the window, Jacob Riis said, “Rafe, did you know there are seventy thousand unemployed in New York, most of them immigrants? And even the ones with jobs don’t earn enough to support their families.”


I know all too well, Rafe wanted to say.


“Look at how they live,” the commissioner put in. “It’s a powder keg. I just hope the hot wave doesn’t provide the spark.” It wasn’t the first time Mr. Roosevelt had voiced his fear of so many poor immigrants packed in unnatural, combustive proximity. “Who knows what men are capable of when they’re pushed too far?” the commissioner asked. Especially if they were poor and foreign.


It wasn’t that the commissioner was a hypocrite. Rafe knew his concern for the poor was genuine. That, along with his utter incorruptibility, was part of the reason he admired him so. But to Mr. Roosevelt, with his estate in Oyster Bay, and to Jacob Riis, with his fine house in Brooklyn, the Lower East Side was a social problem to be solved, a threat to be neutralized. For Rafe it was home, and a place to escape.


The driver opened the hatch and called down, “Are you sure this is the way, sir?” Mr. Roosevelt took out his round silver badge and held it up for him to see. Reassured, the man let the hatch fall shut again.


With the massive stone piers of the Brooklyn Bridge rising before them, they turned onto Roosevelt Street. “The nearer the river, the nearer to hell,” went the saying, and it was easy to see why. But it was hard to imagine that this swarming slum, notorious even by the standards of the Lower East Side, had once been a bucolic estate belonging to one of the commissioner’s forebears. Tumbledown dwellings now lined the street, and it seemed that if one fell down the others would topple of their own accord. Built for single families, the structures had long ago been divided into the worst class of tenements, where a dozen souls might be packed into a kitchen and a bedroom. No wonder the Lower East Side was said to be the most densely populated place on earth. Milling on the sidewalk, lounging on the stoops, dressed in as scanty attire as decency would allow, were knots of the Jewish immigrants who were fast pushing the more aﬄuent Germans uptown.


Jacob Riis knocked twice. “Wait for us,” he called up.
 

“Here?” Even through the hatch Rafe could hear the alarm in the driver’s voice.


As they climbed down, a circle of sweaty faces closed around them. But the commissioner was unperturbed. “Good evening,” he announced in his reedy, patrician tones. “I am Theodore Roosevelt.”


The crowd gaped at his evening clothes and gold watch chain. But Rafe noticed that, toward the edge of the circle, a few young men began to drift away.


“I’ve come to see how everyone is faring in the heat. As you may have heard, I’m hoping to distribute some ice through the local precinct houses.”


A young girl pushed to the center of the crowd. Mr. Roosevelt grasped her slender chin between his meaty thumb and forefinger. “Wouldn’t you like some ice, so your mama can keep your milk nice and fresh?” She pulled her hands behind her waist and rocked from side to side.


A man’s voice called, “What I’d like is a nice cold glass of beer!”


A laugh ran through the crowd. Rafe glanced toward the back but couldn’t identify the wit.


Mr. Roosevelt pretended not to hear. “Have any of your neighbors been prostrated by the heat?” he asked.


“On Friday they came and took Mr. Rosen away,” one old woman offered. “Right out of his apartment.”


“Where was that, back through here?” Without waiting for an answer, the commissioner cut through the crowd, toward an alleyway so narrow he could have reached out and touched one wall with each palm. Rafe maneuvered himself into the lead. Inching up the dark opening with his hands stretched before him, he kicked what sounded like an empty wooden box. In another few feet, his shoe stubbed against a soft object. “Hey!” shouted the obstruction. Rafe stepped over the man, and the others followed. The farther they penetrated, the worse the smell, until even Rafe had to will himself not to hold his nose.


They reached a cramped courtyard where a second tenement had been thrown up behind the first. Candlelight seeped out a few dirty windows, revealing a ramshackle wooden porch four stories high. A tangle of clotheslines spun out from the banisters, and through the unpainted slats Rafe made out dozens of human forms in various angles of repose. In the center of the yard a lone water pump jutted from the hardpacked earth. Directly behind was a closed wooden door where three people in their nightclothes queued outside.


Riis lifted his chin in their direction. “One latrine for two hundred people.” That would account for the stench.


Placing their feet carefully, skirting the mounds of trash, they crossed the yard until they came to the porch. Down its length, children were spread out on the wooden floor. A mother was rocking a squalling infant. His back pressed against the clapboards, an old man struggled for breath. The commissioner had seen enough. “Mr. Rosen won’t be the last one they take out of here before the heat breaks,” he muttered.


They inched through the dark passage again. By the time they reached the street, the crowd had wandered back to their gutters and stoops. Mr. Roosevelt turned to address them. “I want you to know that I am going to direct that an oﬃcial from the health department come here tomorrow and make a thorough inspection to ensure that all laws and regulations are being met,” he said. The residents received the news impassively, but behind the commissioner a ragged cheer broke out. Turning, the visitors spied a dozen newsboys gathered around the carriage. All were wearing their unoﬃcial summer uniform of dingy white shirt, woolen knickerbockers, and wool tweed cap.


“Why, hello, boys!” the commissioner called.


“We knew it was you, Mr. Roosevelt!” one boy answered. “Who else has the nerve to bring a carriage down here at this hour?”


“But why ain’t you at the lodging house tonight?” another asked. He meant the Newsboys Lodging House, a few blocks away, on the corner of William and New Chambers, where homeless boys could get a hot meal, a wash, and a clean bed, all at rates even they could afford. Like his father, Mr. Roosevelt served on the home’s board, and like his father, he was in the habit of visiting on Sunday nights.


“How are you boys doing in the heat?” the commissioner asked. “I couldn’t make it tonight. Not that you would have seen me if I had. Why aren’t you all at the lodging house yourselves?”


“No use paying six cents for a bed in this heat,” someone answered. “We’ll sleep rough tonight,” said a tall boy.


As Rafe and the others headed back to the brougham, he noticed a thin boy standing apart from the others beside the carriage door. From his size he seemed to be ten or so, though his face looked young for his age. Thick blond hair poked from his gray cap. He was barefoot, like the others, but his clothes were better made. Rafe guessed he hadn’t been homeless for very long. There was something familiar about him, and as Rafe waited for the commissioner and Riis to climb into the carriage and retake their seats, he realized what it was. The boy wore the same lost expression that Rafe had seen on his nephew Harry, Sarah’s young son. But for his salary from the police department, who knows what would have become of Harry and Sarah after her husband died?


As he climbed into the carriage, he gave the boy a reflexive pat on the head. “What’s your name, son?” he asked.


The boy gazed up with big hazel eyes. “They call me Dutch. What about you?”


He smiled at the boy’s cheekiness. “They call me Rafe.”
 

Before Rafe could settle himself in the jump seat, the driver flicked his whip, and the brougham sailed up Roosevelt Street, toward the next port in Riis’s archipelago of misery.


[image: image]


Dutch watched the carriage retreat. The big man with the dark hair and the kind dark eyes was with Mr. Roosevelt, so the boy would have figured him for a policeman, but he wasn’t wearing a uniform. Dutch had seen the commissioner at the Newsboys Lodging House, and he seemed nice enough. But no copper, not even Mr. Roosevelt, had ever given him a pat on the head before, just a swat of his club and an order to move on. Was the stranger a newspaperman then, like the famous Mr. Riis?


The brougham made the corner, and the newsboys began drifting off in groups of two or three to find their beds for the night. But Dutch stood alone. Just a few months ago, Dutch—or William, as he was known then—used to pass gangs of newsboys on his way to school or church. Dirty, ragged, foul-mouthed, they would be crying the headlines in a language he could barely understand—“Extry! Getcha Woild heah!”—and he would cross the street. Now, even though he lived among the newsies, he hadn’t lost his wariness of them, and he kept to himself as much as he could. Mistaking the reason for his aloofness, the other boys called him stuck-up, made fun of his grammatical English and middle-class clothes, and bullied him off the prime selling corners. None of which worked to temper his opinion of his fellow entrepreneurs. It didn’t matter, he told himself, because soon he would be home again, restored to his rightful place, like the boy heroes in The Prince and the Pauper.


Like the other newsies, Dutch turned to the question of where he would sleep tonight. There was a coal chute on Hester where he sometimes went, and some cellar doors on Cherry that were generally left unlocked. But lately, owing to the heat, he’d been tending toward a place he’d discovered off Rose Street, around the corner from the Newsboys Lodging House. He ambled in that direction, keeping to the gutter and kicking a stone with his bare foot.
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“A fascinating slice of history, served piping hot.”

—Evizasern Cosss, bestselling author of The Hamilton Affair
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