
PROLOGUE 
 

 

The muzzle flash was so beautiful, like the explosion of a bright five-pointed star, that it tempted 

the triggerman to continue firing a few seconds longer than necessary. But he was a professional, 

controlled, réservé, even timide, and did not allow himself to linger or be distracted. The racket, 

the yellow petals of pulsating light, the screams of the woman inside the expensive automobile, 

the man dead on the pavement—it was all part of a single event. It was three hours past 

midnight, three hours past New Year’s Eve 1937, and snow was coming down like ashes after a 

fire. 

 

 

Cynthia McConnell: 

 

I’ve been away. 

 But now I return to the city, though not to the city as it used to be. Like so many of them, 

it has decayed and is dirty and dotted with monuments to the heavy industry that no longer 

exists. It’s not much of an exaggeration to say that it’s a ghost town, though I realize that you 

might find it odd that I’m the one saying this. 

 If I myself was in any way complicit in the collapse, I plead absence, though I admit to 

being at least associated with it, but distantly. After Father died, and with Mother incapacitated 

and overseas, my brother took control of the family business. Eventually he had to merge it with 

a bigger one, and we ended up with thousands fewer workers of our own. Then, in a few years’ 

time, the amalgamated company was put up for sale just when the contract with the most 

powerful union was about to be renegotiated. You see, the union became angrier the more blood 

it lost. Both sides were so weak that my brother gave in to demands that the workers have the 

right to say yea or nay on any proposed sale. There were two offers, one from Europe and the 

other from South America. Everybody chose the wrong one. The new owners folded up the 

whole operation when it couldn’t make any profit paying American wages.  

What used to be the McConnell plants didn’t need to remain vacant long before turning a 

rusty brown. During my family’s long reign, some steel was made from scratch, so to speak, and 

other steel was made from scrap steel. The mills themselves became scrap for somebody else to 

buy and melt down. Before long, downtown began to follow suit while slums such as the 

Triangle became even more evidently what they always had been. I suddenly find myself 

thinking these odd words: “The sins of the fingers are visited upon the toes.” 

 When I was growing up, nothing struck me as odd. That’s how innocent (or naive, 

distracted, indifferent or isolated) I was. It never occurred to me to ask why people named 

McConnell, only four generations at most from what was no doubt some kind of thatched hut in 

Scotland, should be Episcopalians rather than Presbyterians. (The answer, for any younger 

people who might be hearing this one day, is simple: we made a fortune and so graduated to “the 

high church”—a term with a double meaning.) 

 I was never a popular girl, not a leader, not the one with the perfect figure and the perfect 

friends, but neither was I an outcast at school. I had fun yet I was prone to a kind of melancholy, 

as though I were somehow remembering a different sort of life than the only one I actually knew, 

in fact knew far too well for my liking. Before I started at the Academy, when I was still at the 

Country Day School, where we were beginning to study Latin and boys, subjects equally 



indecipherable, a small band of us would visit the cemeteries and eat prepared sack-lunches 

there. I remember once going to the Catholic cemetery on a lark, eating whatever Hedy had 

prepared for me, and then wandering about, reading the names and dates of all those poor people 

from Ireland and all those sad Italians. The frolic turned to sorrow and I had to keep the others 

from seeing my tears by hiding behind a sort of cenotaph for the departed Humility of Mary 

sisters. There was a Jewish cemetery as well, but I never even knew of its existence when I was 

growing up. 

 Mostly we went to our cemetery, as Father, and probably my brother too, called it. My 

final home was like a vast spread-out city, with orderly streets and lanes, a living city for the 

dead, located in what has become just the opposite, a dead city for the few who still persist or 

insist on living here. Neatly kept-up little dollhouses of granite or some lesser stone, a 

community of many thousands of smug Protestants, some of whom, to use an expression I once 

heard Pete say, “died standing pat.” Some more pat than others. We would giggle about great-

grandfather’s monument. Actually it was the family mausoleum but the statue of Old Pig Iron, as 

he used to be called, stood atop it. His marble self sported a lengthy beard and a frock coat. He 

was raising one arm as though to indicate Heaven or the direction in which the stock market 

should be heading. The mausoleum door is immediately below his feet. It has a tiny window, an 

iron-grilled one about the size of a sheet of typewriting paper, through which you can peer in at 

the creepy old caskets, including mine, supported by shelves on either side. There always used to 

be chipmunks playing nearby. No dogs allowed, you see, and plenty of mature oaks with acorns 

galore. Little white-tipped tails poking up everywhere. Life goes on. Somewhere. It is the same 

with humans. 

 

 

Edwin Staffel: 

 

The old City Hall and courthouse sat on the highest point of ground. Police headquarters were at 

ground level and the municipal jail was on the top floor. From several of the south-facing cells, 

the luckiest prisoners could glimpse a sliver of the town down below, while the warden, from his 

office, could see the whole spectacle. Steeples shot up from the jigsaw puzzle of streets and 

buildings that led down to the riverbank, where the McConnell steel mill spat out orange fire. 

One steeple belonged to St. Alphonsus Church, the second to St. Vladislaus, and the third to St. 

Michael’s Cathedral: in order, the German-speaking Catholics; the Polacks; and the Irish and the 

greaseballs, as well as all the various other types of hunkies and miscellaneous souls who 

happened to be Catholic. Catlicks, as many pronounced it. St. Al’s was right downtown, not far 

from St. Mike’s, while St. Vlad’s, the poor parish, was just the other side of the High Level 

Bridge. Beyond the bridge, almost hidden from even the jailer’s view, was the Triangle. The area 

was called that because the first few north-south streets nearest the water mimicked the river’s 

course, breaking up the straight line of the original grid. They met in a point with the railroad 

right-of-way and the streetcar tracks coming down from the other side, making a shape like a 

piece of pie. 

The Triangle grew up around the old Seventh Ward Market. Farmers from all the 

surrounding counties once brought their produce and animals there on Fridays, and starting at 

dawn on Saturdays the place would draw the chefs from restaurants and big hotels such as the 

Congress, not to mention those from the hospitals and the asylum, followed by the general 

public, shoulder to shoulder until day’s end. With money in their pockets the freeholders and 



stockmen would stay over another night or maybe two to sample some city living. In the square 

around the market house and some of the nearby streets, which were long and dimly lit, were 

giant saloons where pistachio shells littered the floor. Small sometimes unnamed hotels far 

outnumbered feed stores. Two short streets away was the Line, which was not much more than a 

wide alley with high curbs, with crude little two-storey houses, several of them with red bulbs 

screwed into the overhead porch light sockets. 

Once Prohibition was brought in, a year and a bit after the end of the war, far fewer 

farmers came to town—the last of the old harness-makers had closed his shop—but more and 

more thrill-seekers were arriving in private automobiles, shopping for pleasure in the blind pigs 

that kept changing their names every few months, or else never had names to begin with. Cafés 

like the Paddock. These were cafés where you couldn’t get a cup of coffee but that’s what they 

were called. Everyone knew who owned them but the people whose joints they were admitted 

nothing. Deeds and tax records always indicated ownership by someone else, sometimes even by 

those whose legal residence, truth be told, was Holy Cross Cemetery or one of its competitors. 

Living or dead, those who controlled these places, and who skimmed cash every night, never left 

a trace. They got the idea from the cops.  

Be patient now, I’m allowed to be long-winded when I tell you what came about. Let me 

talk. Then you can ask questions. Let’s get this done before I turn into just one more dead old 

man. 

 

 

Allan Ostermeyer: 

 

If Staffel will permit, I can, in my capacity as the nisi prius lawyer I used to be, speak to you ad 

antiquo and indeed ab initio—all the way back to the beginning. 

 For as long as anyone could remember with any degree of exactness, one of the city’s 

most vivid examples of a healthy democracy had been the way that, by some tacit agreement 

worked up who knows how long ago, a Democrat and a Republican took turns being police 

chief, an official appointed by the mayor. Mayors were usually re-elected as a reward for good 

conduct or longevity but nobody broke with the bad idea of alternating chiefs even if it meant 

giving the job to the other party. In essence, the same two chiefs would take turns until one of 

them died. If the dead chief had a grown son or a brother (in one case, an uncle) who needed a 

job, then the post stayed in the family. If no survivor could keep the tradition alive, the city’s 

worthies met in a solemn and highly secret session in the mayor’s office or the locked billiard 

room of the Parthenon Club and chose someone to step in. Twice in fifty years or so a new 

surname joined the orderly procession of history, creating a new line of dominoes on the game 

board, yet without reversing the foreordained outcome. Continuity not only made sure there were 

jobs-for-the-boys, it was the true lifeblood of good government. You had to have been baptized 

and confirmed in the right parish and brought up in the right ward and recommended by your 

alderman to get work picking up the city’s garbage or get hold of a part-time position shelving 

books in the Carnegie Library. Exceptions might be made only when tumultuous events in the 

outside world shook the city’s foundations. 

 

 

Cynthia McConnell:  

 



I don’t know how—I’m not even certain why—but I find myself back downtown sometimes. 

There is no traveling involved. Rather, I simply appear without any effort on my part and even 

without the slightest wish to be there. Some force must be controlling me. Call it what you will. I 

am inside the experience without being part of it. You might say that it is rather like being cast in 

a movie but being stuck behind the screen on which it is being projected. No one in the audience 

can see me, and I take no part in the action in which I am nonetheless—well, participating. In all, 

I have made probably thousands of these return visits, though I say this without being capable of 

making sense any longer of just what numbers mean.  

Most of the people I see are new people, new to me and, at least as compared to me, new 

to the life of the world and the world of life. They are the still-living who would not have known 

me had we been contemporaries, would not even have heard of me were it not for that night in 

the Caroline Apartments and the events surrounding it. And yet time is wavy, and on occasion I 

may glimpse a familiar figure, or perhaps only a familiar face on a different body, and then I am 

filled with a sense of astonishing menace. That’s when I fear a return of the genuine threat to my 

safety, though this is absurd as of course I am no longer alive. I used to believe, as many do, that 

dreams are small hints of what time might be like after one has stopped existing. Well, the 

reverse, it turns out, is just as true. I look down, I look about; I look through doors and walls; I 

float above the pavements and rooftops. In the morning when you’re brushing your teeth or 

fixing your hair, you look into the mirror but don’t see me on the other side staring at you and 

imploring you to join me. 

 

 

Allan Ostermeyer: 

 

In the course of a long career, a lawyer hears many things he knows aren’t true and learns truths 

that he cannot reveal. That was the part of the notarial life I always found frustrating and 

uncomfortable. I can clearly recall what I’m about to speak of, but I warn you that it is not easy 

to substantiate, at least not to evidentiary standards.  

When Herman Clouse was growing up, there were three newspapers published in English 

every day, and another in German. A year or two after graduation from the parish high school, 

with top marks, a medal for English composition, and a small cash prize for General Business 

Practice, Clouse was trying hard to find a place in journalism. Everyone turned him away at least 

three times. But serial rejection was simply another proof of his determination. He began to 

spend his spare time, a commodity that anyone without a job possesses in abundance, at a saloon, 

the sort that was old fashioned even then. It was the place where newspapermen, ones of all 

allegiances, mingled uneasily. The saloon was named the First National, as though it were a 

bank—which for some it was. Many of the reporters and desk-men cashed their pay there each 

week. This practice, as the owner knew, saved time, as much of the money would be spent there 

as well.  

The characters who worked on the Enterprise were the most efficient of all, for their 

employer still made up the payroll in banknotes and specie, as in a mining camp, calculating 

each person’s time card down to the minute and putting the folding money and silver into a small 

brown envelope, to be picked up and signed for—twice—at the cashier’s window in the lobby, 

near where readers came to take out subscriptions or place classified ads. 

Young Clouse wasn’t a drinker. He wasn’t terribly social, though during periods of 

intense listening he could force a wide smile as a way of not appearing to eavesdrop. In this and 



other ways he heard details of stories reporters could never get into type, not to mention 

occasional gossip of newsroom vacancies, usually on account of death. Back in those days the 

papers still had tramp reporters, and tramp printers too, working their way, often quite willingly, 

from city to city, passing by for a moment on their way between birth and the grave. Clouse’s 

ears were funnels through which information poured, and in time he got what he believed was 

the first brilliant idea in what turned out to be his one-idea career. 

In a deal that I hardly need say was a scandal that lined the pockets of several men around 

town, resulting in a bluster of editorials pro and con, political cartoons galore, and the usual calls 

for Something to Be Done, the two traction franchises had been bought up and consolidated, 

creating a single city-wide streetcar line that would extend its rails into remote lands that the new 

owners, members of the Parthenon Club, had been buying up for a song from elderly farmers, 

and which they intended to develop as suburbs. Clouse went to the head man of the consolidated 

system and convinced him to give him free space in all the cars: little hooks on the walls, just 

below the cord a passenger tugs on to request a stop. The hooks would hold what Clouse called 

The Rider, “the world’s smallest newspaper.” It was one sheet folded and cut into four pocket-

size pages and set in tiny type. It was full of little bits of local news picked up here and there as 

well as snappy sayings and jokes, a few in German or Yiddish dialect. Most of all, The Rider had 

a good deal of carefully paraphrased loose talk crying out to be overheard in the humming 

commotion at the First National and other joints. It took only a few weeks for passengers to 

spread the word about the new publication. Some even sent in hearsay of their own. Eventually, 

Clouse was able to sell a few business-card ads, such as one for the Waiting Room, a café 

located at the downtown loop where the east-west cars, the No. 17 and the No. 31 especially, 

turned around and headed back the other way, ferrying workers to their jobs or returning after 

most businesses had closed. It was an especially busy place on cold or wet days, when you could 

kill time there until your car waddled into view, ringing its tinny-sounding bell. 

The first time Clouse was served with a writ of libel, a lawyer named Karl Metzger called 

on him, offering to take the case pro bono and putting his mind at ease. Metzger’s name was 

vaguely familiar as a member of the somewhat secretive gang of anti-McConnell politicians and 

fixers who, while strangely little known as a group, were powerful persons in the city. One small 

illustration of their leverage and drag was the fact that, once Metzger became involved, the threat 

of a lawsuit turned out to be only that, a threat, and vanished in a puff, which probably kept 

others’ grievances against The Rider from boiling over.  

In what was perhaps another manifestation of Metzger’s cultivation of him, Clouse was 

later offered a position as a reporter, not on the more enterprising Enterprise but on the city’s 

historic but third-place paper, the Inter-Ocean. There he showed a remarkable aptitude for 

learning and retaining everything about everybody and about all the components of publishing, 

from the business office to the composing room, from the pressmen to the boys hawking papers 

on downtown street corners. The more knowledge of whatever kind he acquired, the more he 

sensed others were careful in his presence. So he was eventually able to move over to the 

Enterprise. He believed the change was based solely on his own merit. 
Karl V. Metzger Esq. Attorney-at-Law could not sense impending earthquakes the way 

certain animals are said to do. Still, he was gifted in seeing subtle tensions deep within the 

landscape and dramatic swings in the civic equivalent of barometric pressure. In his case the 

coming catastrophes were political. Months after Europe barged into war in August 1914, the 

newspapers began to fill with alarming stories about German troops hoisting Belgian babies aloft 

on their bayonets. Hatred began to build, and like most hatred was stupid beyond redemption; 



sauerkraut disappeared from menus, Bundt cakes vanished from bakery shelves. Metzger could 

see how his enemies and those of others like them would use prejudice as a serious weapon 

indeed.  

In May 1915, when a U-boat sank the liner Lusitania, people he knew began adopting 

less German-sounding versions of their names, a useful halfway measure. The following year, 

when calls for America to enter the war would eventually drown out the voice of isolationism, 

many took the art of prudence to the point of clairvoyance, thanks to the help of the friendly 

Judge Wingerter. For example, the judge granted a man named Kasper Vossen a change of name. 

Kasper Vossen became Casper Fossen, de-Teutonizing the forename and spelling the surname 

the way it was pronounced; later, Fossen was given leave to become Cecil Foster instead. A man 

with a name like that, why he could manage a Ford automobile dealership or sell insurance—or 

have any other position of trust. No Belgian babies would be harmed. 

By the time America did get into the conflict in Europe in 1917, the nation was in a state 

of high war fever, which is to say anti-German hysteria was even worse than earlier. Anyone 

with roots in Bavaria or Prussia was retroactively becoming Swiss, Alsatian, or Dutch. German 

ceased being taught in the public classrooms and finally even in the St. Alphonsus parish school. 

Anti-German agitation, bordering on riots in their intensity and scope, erupted. At one stage, a 

band of men hustled German-language books out of the Carnegie Library and fed them to a 

bonfire. 

One day, Metzger telephoned Clouse (whose own name could have been worse—Klaus 

or Klause) and invited him to lunch at the Parthenon Club. As he went about his reporting 

assignments, Clouse had often hurried by the place, noting the bronze plaque that read Members 

Only. (I had myself been a guest there but there were no members who were Jews.) He went 

through the huge double doors with oval panels of bevelled glass, checked his hat in the 

cloakroom and identified himself as Mr. Metzger’s luncheon guest to the concierge sort of fellow 

standing behind a well-oiled wooden counter. He was directed to the club room where the day’s 

papers, national as well as local, hung from wooden rods, and men sat in chairs upholstered in 

green leather.  

Clouse and Metzger chatted briefly about business conditions in the town and the mood 

at City Hall. Clouse was two years shy of thirty, making him eight years Metzger’s junior, but he 

felt that the gap was somehow wider than that.  

In the dining room, the steel magnate McConnell, the successor to Pig Iron McConnell, 

who had established the family fortune with government contracts during the Civil War, was 

seated at a corner table with his son. McConnell Junior was a decade younger than Clouse, yet 

Clouse didn’t feel the younger man’s calm entitlement, for he hadn’t the money to back it up.  

The waiter, a Negro, recited the day’s menu. Clouse made his selection, Metzger wrote it 

down along with his own and signed the paper, putting the bill on his account. By the time they 

were working on the main course, Metzger (who thought he’d have a go at the trout today) was 

full of praise for Clouse (lamb). It occurred to Clouse that Metzger was about to offer to put him 

up for membership. But the proposition, when it came, was vastly more important and even more 

unimaginable. 
 


