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For the late Ollie Bakken and all those who grew up
with him on St. Paul’s East Side


Saint Prologue

 


When the boy and his feeble-minded twin brother
started down the narrow passage that morning it seemed to be just
another cave, no different from a score of other caves that ran
under the cliffs, caves that were explored by every adventurous kid
in the city. They would not have ventured in at all, except they
were playing on the railroad tracks along the river and stole a
lantern off a caboose. When the harbor patrolman chased them, they
scrambled up a bluff and hid in the thick brush between two trees.
The boys got wet. Running under them was a stream of ice-cold
water. In the steamy August heat it tasted heaven-sent. The harbor
patrolman passed them by.

They followed the stream through the brush to
a slit in the cliff and slithered through on their bellies. No pop
bottles littered the entrance, no tin cans or coals from dead
campfires. The mouth of the cave was so well disguised by nature it
could only be found by accident.

The boy pushed the lantern in front of him,
and his simple brother quietly crawled along behind. Often more of
a shadow than a brother, he had been silently tagging along since
the day he was born with the wrong number of chromosomes.

It was damp and cool. The sand was soft and
gutted down the middle, as if a steamroller had preceded them.
Suddenly, the ceiling expanded and rose to a capacious dome of
unimagined height. The boy stood and held up the light. Before him
was a magnificent lake, with water so clear he could count the
pebbles on the bottom. “Wow!” he exclaimed, and his echo
reverberated through the cavern like a roaring locomotive that
shook the walls to the point of collapse.

At the shore of the lake was a beach of the
finest, whitest sand he had ever seen. They jumped into the sand
and tossed it into the air. The sugary grains snowed down upon
their red heads.

His dumb brother spotted the wood crates
first, stacked at the edge of the shore, like freight for a boat.
The boy held up the lantern and read the writing stamped on the
sides: ST. PAUL FRUIT CO. The lid of the top crate was loose, and
he watched his brother wiggle his hand under a slat and snap it
open. The crack of the wood shot through the cave. Then the boy
with the silent grin held the fruit in his hand. It was round like
a baseball, only bigger, wrapped in green paper like medicine from
a drugstore. He tore away the wrapping. It was an ugly fruit, with
the hard skin of a dead plant. He split the skin with his fingers
and found a ball of black powder. He squeezed it. It broke to
dust. He licked his fingers and his face soured.

The boy left his simpleminded brother to play
with the black dusty fruit while he explored the edges with the
hijacked lantern. He found strange writing on the walls, and a
crude carving of a serpent among initials and dates from a time
long ago. The light was not strong, but the cave seemed endless, a
cavernous museum of gloomy splendor. He did not know it, but they
had unlocked the best-kept secret on the upper Mississippi. Then it
was over. Splendor to horror.

The boy heard a guttural groan, a woeful
gasp. He turned to see his brother hoisted through the blackness.
His eyes were bulging, silently screaming for help. Blood spat out
of his nose. His bones snapped like twigs, and he fell to the sand
like a rag doll—the life squeezed out of his neck.

The boy dropped the lantern while his own cry
for help bellowed mockingly through the deep chambers and came back
to chase him. He jumped into the entrance shaft like an animal, on
all fours, his hands clawing the sand, his knees tearing through
his knickers. It was as dark as dark can get, and he was as
frightened as a boy can be without losing consciousness. The
passage was too shallow to stand in. He bruised his head on the
soft stone. His naked shoulders scraped the walls. But he kept
crawling. Crawled for his life; crawled through the dark, through
the rock and over the sand. He bounced off stubby columns and
rolled from wall to wall. He tore his filthy undershirt as he
frantically felt his way along. He scraped his knuckles and jammed
his fingers. It was after him. He could feel it on his heels. Its
devil’s breath shot over the back of his neck. Sand sprayed his
face, clogged his nostrils, and bled through his mouth. He was
choking. He saw a speck of light.

They had been told to stay away from the
tracks, there were hoboes down there. Now his idiot brother was
dead. God, the boy wanted to tell his brother how much he loved
him, and he wanted to say he was sorry for the cruel tricks he and
his friends had played on him, for all the days they had ditched
him and left him behind. He raced through the passage in terror,
sick in the belief he had ditched his brother one last time.

The twilight was a full circle now, and the
boy screamed a merciful prayer at the ray of sun as he shouted to
be free. But it was not to be. The unholy force crushed his legs
and gripped his ankles so hard they broke. He never stopped
crawling, never stopped wailing, but from the moment he was caught
he sank rapidly, dragged back through the sand away from the light,
away from life, back into the abyss, where he joined his brother in
death.
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But, of all the Midwest cities, the one that I knew
best was St. Paul, and it was a crook’s haven. Every criminal of
any importance in the 1930s made his home at one time or another in
St. Paul. If you were looking for a guy you hadn’t seen in a few
months, you usually thought of two places—prison or St. Paul. If he
was locked up in one, he was probably hanging out in the other.

—Alvin Karpis, Public Enem y #1 The Alvin
Karpis Story(1971)


Saint Grover

 


In St. Paul, gangsters can fuck in the street. The
average, everyday, law-abiding citizen can’t, but gangsters can.
If you have a hankering for guns, laundered money, fast cars,
faster women, moonshine, dope, prostitution, protection, gambling,
and a theater of changing seasons, come to St. Paul, Minnesota.
Nestled above and behind a sweep of high, white sandstone bluffs on
the Mississippi River is a magical little city where you can fuck
right in the street. You can take the blond-haired, blue-eyed
Scandinavian goddess of your dreams, throw her down on the grassy
knoll in front of the cathedral at high noon, push her tight skirt
up over her sumptuous hips, yank her pretty pink panties down to
her heels and slide right in there. And if a policeman should
happen along while you’re banging away and yell, “Hey, you can’t do
that out here in front of the cathedral,” not to worry.

Between the moaning and groaning you just
say, “It’s okay, Officer. My name’s Buggs Palooka. From Chicago. I
used to be with Capone.”

“Have you checked in at the Hollyhocks Club,
Mr. Palooka?”

“Of course I have. I know the rules,” you
impatiently grunt out, thrusting deeper and deeper, barely able to
breathe.

Three hundred feet below the cross atop the
grand dome, St. Paul’s finest avoids the creamy white legs kicking
high in the air and paws through the trousers wrapped around your
ankles until he finds your wallet.

“I got a wad of fins in there,” you inform
him, rising to ecstasy. “Take two, they’re small.”

The cop shoves ten bucks in his pocket.

Then, as the palms of your hands melt into
her ass and your tongue becomes her tongue and you explode into
orgasm at the sound of the church bells, John Law will say, “Thank
you for visiting St. Paul, Mr. Palooka. Come again.” That’s what
gangsters can do in St. Paul.

Grover Mudd turned away from the window, away
from the massive parade passing through the streets below. He
tossed his column for the next day on the desk and slouched down in
his swivel chair. The dirty brown leather was cracked at the seat
and back; the stuffing of the armrest was taped in. It was hot.

His suspenders were sweating through his
white shirt at the shoulders. His tie was off. The heat wave was
into its sixth week; the crime wave was into its seventh year.

Grover worried he was becoming some kind of
sex fiend, a middle-aged maniac. It seemed the older he got the
more he thought about it. Did it have anything to do with love? He
did not think so. Sex was easy enough to come by in this lecherous
town, but love? A college boy’s crush and a soldier’s overwrought
memory carried him into marriage, two children, a house, and a
divorce, but not much love. The lousy bitch.

Grover jerked his hand to his mouth and
coughed, coughed until his eyes watered. It was a hacking cough,
with nails that tore deep in his chest. He wrote it off as a summer
cold brought on by the heat. Earlier in the year he had written it
off as a spring cold brought on by the rain. Grover had a lie for
every season. He reached for his Lucky Strikes, lit up, and looked
out at the newsroom. It was all but empty. What few workers were
left behind hung out the upper windows, taking in the spectacle.
Fuzzy Byron, nearly blind, was aiming a camera down at a crowd he
probably couldn’t even see. The rest of the staff, those who had
escaped the layoffs, were marching in the parade, dressed in white
with black trim to symbolize the Frontier News. Every business in
the city had locked its doors early that afternoon so employees
could stomp through the downtown streets behind the giant
blue-eagle emblem of the National Recovery Administration.

From his closet-size corner Grover Mudd could
see the entire news-gather-ing operation, including Walt Howard’s
comfortable office across the way. The editor joked that Grover was
supposed to keep an eye on him, but Grover knew damn well who was
keeping an eye on who. He also knew that if the merger with the
daily across the street went through, “Grover’s Corner” would not
be a part of it. Grover’s office did not amount to much: a
partition half of plaster, half of glass; a doorway with no door; a
carved-up desk that must have been built in because it was too big
to get out; and a file cabinet he was afraid to open. Back copies
of the St. Paul Frontier News were stacked on everything. Crumpled
typing paper carpeted the floor. The latest edition of the St.
Paul North Star Presswas stuffed in the wastebasket. He brought a
new plant to work every month to replace the one that died. It took
up one corner. Stormy told him the plants could live for years, but
they died. A dangerous-looking fan with a frayed cord and rusty
blades sat atop a stack of newspapers in another corner, blowing
the sultry air around.

Tacked to a wall of faded blue, peeling paint
above the desk were his paper memorabilia: bills he refused to pay,
WANTED posters, facts on crime, articles on gangsters, his favorite
name-calling letters, his favorite death threats, and some
excellent Walt Howard editorials. Hanging in the middle of this
scrap was a Christmas card from Scott and Zelda. It was seven years
old and yellowing, the last one they sent him. Had Zelda really
cracked up? Was Scott a lush? Would he ever see those beautiful
fools again?

They grew up on the sidelines of St. Paul’s
finest neighborhood, Sum mit Avenue, and went to school together at
Saint Paul Academy before Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was sent
east for a better education. Rags-to-rags Mudd struggled through
prep school and spent three years at the University of Minnesota
studying the fine points of Golden Gopher football and a touch of
English. Grover played. Daddy paid. It wasn’t that Grover was from
the wrong side of the tracks; Grover Mudd was the tracks. His
father spent a lifetime at the railroad to see that his boy got a
decent education. And while Grover’s friend Scott found the success
he wanted in the East, he missed out on the once-in-a-lifetime
experience he longed for, the best experience a writer can have.
War.

But Grover Mudd was there. It was the one
credential he held over the Great Fitzgerald—he had been to war,
though his writings on the subject were prosaic and poorly
received. He had to admit the literary world would be far better
off if F. Scott Fitzgerald had been the St. Paul boy who saw France
from the trenches. Then, too, Fitzgerald could have the dreams that
came home with the experience.

Don’t run, Grover.

Grover blew smoke at the ceiling and breathed
a sigh of relief. The dreams did not come anymore.

 


 


When Roxanne Schultz was nine years old, her father
was tarred and feathered and run out of the county over the rails,
the atrocity committed because he was a German immigrant and a
member of the Nonpartisan League who spoke out in favor of land
reform and economic democracy for farmers. Socialism flirting with
communism.

They were living in a small farmhouse near
St. Cloud, Minnesota. The family was sitting down to dinner one
evening when the screen door was torn from the hinges and five of
their neighbors burst into the kitchen. Roxanne was knocked to the
floor along with her potato stew and glass of water. She heard her
father screaming, “One at a time. Try me one at a time.”

The intruders were yelling stuff like
“Goddamn kaiser-lover” and “German scum.” They did not know, and
did not care, that the man they were wrestling from the house had a
son serving in America’s elite Rainbow Division, a master sergeant
in Minnesota’s 151st Field Artillery Regiment, which was fighting
its way through Europe one yard at a time.

Roxanne’s mother grabbed her hand, pulled her
to her feet, and hurried her through the broken door. Outside, her
father had his hands tied behind his back, with a rope around his
neck by which he was being led, sometimes dragged, down the dirt
road that led to the railroad tracks.

It was a hot and muggy summer night of the
kind when the sun burns until late and the mosquitoes are thicker
than dark. The sky was orange. Tears were streaming down her
mother’s face. Roxanne did not remember her own tears; she only
remembered the terror, repeating, “Daddy,” over and over again as
they ran down the road after him. They stayed a stone’s throw
behind the sordid parade. In his broken English her father kept
shouting over his shoulder, “Go back home. Take Roxy and go back
home.” But they never went back to the farmhouse. They followed
their man to a clearing by the tracks where more men and a bucket
of hot tar were waiting for him.

Roxanne and her mother leaned against a tree
and cried for help. Her father was stripped naked, thrown to the
ground, and beaten. Between the kicking and stomping he pleaded to
the sky, “Bitte, Gott, nicht vor meinen Frauen. Please, God, not in
front of my women.”

Her mother held her close and tried to cover
Roxanne’s eyes but she witnessed everything. She saw two men
urinate on her father’s head. She watched others dip sticks into
the potbelly bucket and coat his skin black. She stared bewildered
as they sprinkled bloodstained feathers over his prostrate body.
They laid a splintered railroad tie across his shoulders and
strapped his arms to it. Then he was stood up and pushed through
the thick foliage and over the sharp cinders to the tracks. To
nine-year-old Roxanne, he looked like the pictures on the Sunday
school walls, his arms forming a cross, the blood and sweat
trickling down his face, his sad eyes begging for help, knowing
there was no help. Then Roxanne and her mother were off and running
again, carrying his clothes in their arms.

The St. Cloud dirt farmer was chased down the
tracks with sticks thrashing his buttocks until they bled. This
went on for a half-mile before he finally collapsed.

“We’re across the line,” one of the men
declared. “Don’t ever come back to Stearns County, sauerkraut.” For
their part the atrocity was over. They walked away.

Mother and daughter helped their man to the
edge of a swampy lake and tried their best to clean him up. They
dressed him in his underwear as he lay on the soggy bank, crying,
blood running out of one nostril, snot out of the other. Large
black flies buzzed about his wounds. It was the first time Roxanne
had seen a grown man cry.

 


 


They made their way to St. Paul, where they were
known as the Smiths, and they moved into a smoke-encrusted shack in
a shantytown called Swede Hollow, a low-rent, no-rent, deep and
narrow ravine that sat in the shadow of Hamm’s Brewery, a mile-long
slum for poverty-stricken immigrants, a filthy community where
outhouses were built on stilts over Phalen Creek and people emptied
themselves in the swift water that ran to the river. Her father, a
broken man, never spoke out again, and he never saw his son return
from the war. After several months in the hollow he hanged himself
on the back porch. He was buried in a pauper’s grave with the tar
stains still on his body.

Roxanne’s brother did come home, but he was
forced to move to Arizona. Two years later he died, when the
mustard gas ate through his lungs.

 


 


Grover Mudd wiped the perspiration from his receding
hairline and shoved the large red engineer’s handkerchief back in
his pocket. Ninety-eight degrees was what he had heard last, five
degrees cooler than the day before. The long sleeves of his shirt
were rolled up over his elbows. Turning a deaf ear to the noisy
parade outside, he picked up his column again and read.

 


O’CONNOR MUG ON NEW CITY HALL

by Grover Mudd



I stood in front of the Fourth Street entrance,
dumbfounded. I could not believe it. But there it was, one of the
best-kept secrets about our new St. Paul City Hall and Ramsey
County Courthouse. Carved in stone above the doorway is the mug of
the late Richard T. O’Connor, alias the Cardinal, onetime czar of
St. Paul politics and co-founder of that curse known as the
O’Connor System.

The four-foot-high placard is a portrait of civic
responsibility cast in rosetta black granite. On the far right
corner is a policeman with a whistle in his mouth guiding children
across a street. Behind the policeman and to his left is
unmistakably the profile of O’Connor. Oh, yes, they tried to make
it look like a blind man, but we know it’s the Cardinal, who was
one of the Big Four in national

Democratic party circles and a close friend of
President Cleveland. It’s all there,

the hat, the cane, that big rear end, etched in
stone for the next hundred years.

I immediately searched the building to see if I
could find some remembrance of the Cardinal’s older brother, John
J. O’Connor, alias the Big Fellow. I studied the giant murals. I
examined artwork cast in bronze on the elevator doors. I inspected
knotholes in the rare woods. I even ran my fingers across the tiles
in the lavatories. But, alas, there was not a likeness to be found
of the old police chief, that local legend who patriotically left
this world nine years ago, on the Fourth of July.

It hardly seems fair that King Richard got his mug
engraved on our new City Hall, but not King John. After all, they
were equally responsible for what our city is today. At the turn of
the century the Big Fellow put out the word: St. Paul is a “safe
city” for gangsters. Only three rules. Check in with Dapper Danny
Hogan at his place on Wabasha Street. Spend money. And all crimes
are to be committed outside the city limits. The Cardinal handled
the political end of things. No Democrat held office without his
say-so. Now if that’s not fifty-fifty, what is?

And what of poor Dapper Danny, who stepped on the
starter of his shiny new Chrysler one morning back in ‘28 and was
blown to smithereens? Where’s his memorial? If I were his family
I’d be at the next City Council meeting demanding a monument.

Our only comfort is the fact that these three
outstanding St. Paulites, O’Connor, O’Connor, and Hogan, are once
again united. And as hot as it is here, it’s a lot hotter where
they are.

 


Grover laid his writing on his desk; if he
wanted to read it again he knew where to find it. “Grover’s Corner”
appeared five times a week on the penultimate page, right next to
“Sister Ruth’s Kitchen,” with her recipes and menus for a hungry
world. The O’Connor System was still intact, but the rules of
sanctuary were no longer obeyed, and there were no Cardinals or Big
Fellows to enforce them. How many unsolved murders had there been
since ‘25? How many robberies, shootouts, kidnappings, hit-and
runs? Grover lost count, and he was one of the few keeping count.
Now two children were missing.

St. Paul’s pugnacious columnist pulled a
bottle and glass from the top drawer of his desk. He poured
himself a shot of Stearns County 13 and walked back to the window.
The parade was going strong. The men who led the array, Governor
Olson and Mayor Mahoney, had passed below two hours ago, but the
waves of marching people seemed endless. There were over four
thousand firms taking part in St. Paul’s show of support for the
NRA. The Twin City Rapid Transit Company was the area’s largest
employer, and their line of clanging trolleys was strung out for
three blocks and surrounded by thousands of transit workers.
Clip-clopping after the streetcars were the retired Hamm’s Beer
trucks, pulled by four-horse hitches of huge Percherons with
grizzly dappled coats, a nostalgic touch from the brewery, which
had been booming since beer was made legal again back in April.
Stepping lively around the horse manure behind the beer trucks was
Otto’s Little German Band. They were playing a hasty march, a song
a young marine lieutenant had first heard in Europe years ago. The
musical memory put a lump in Grover Mudd’s throat and he looked
away.

From his third-floor window he could look up
to Kellogg Boulevard and see the newly completed and much touted
St. Paul City Hall and Ramsey County Courthouse he so often
lambasted in print. It stood tall over the Mississippi River,
twenty stories high, and was molded in the latest architectural
style, Art Deco. In one of his best columns, he had suggested that
bars be placed over the windows. That way, Grover wrote, when St.
Paul’s civic leaders gathered inside for the dedication ceremony,
the doors could be padlocked, later to be sealed with cement.
Sentenced to life in Art Deco. Forced to spend the rest of their
lives counting perpendicular and zigzag lines. He flicked his
cigarette butt to the crowd below and downed his drink. “Best
moonshine whisky in America,” he burped out, setting the rancid
glass aside. “Homegrown.”

Grover Mudd wanted to fall in love. Just like
in the movies. Love at first sight. Rejection. Contempt.
Competition. Struggle. Conquest. The happy ending. He shoved his
hands into the deep pockets of his baggy brown trousers and
searched the parade route for a woman who could fulfill his dreams.
Fifty-five thousand workers marching down Robert Street from the
Minnesota State Capitol. Then up Fourth Street, squeezing by the
North Star Pressand the Frontier News. One hundred thousand
spectators lining the curbs, leaning out windows, perched on
rooftops. Not a bad turnout for a city of only 270,000. Somewhere
in that sea of people had to be a near-perfect lady, a woman he
would never tire of being with, a lovely, sensuous creature he
could bring to climax night after night, month after month, year
after year until death due to sex.

Actually, Grover had fallen in love on a
number of occasions. Twelve-second affairs with all the passion,
eroticism, and satisfaction a man and woman could hope for. Like
this morning at the kidnapping trial. The verdict was read.
Pandemonium followed. Everyone was on their feet shouting. He moved
toward the aisle. She was in the back near the exit, on the arm of
a Buggs Palooka type. She was blond—beautifully blond. Short blond
hair with just a slight flip forward at the ends. A summer dress of
lavender form-fit a curving figure. Her angel face was cheeky and
fresh, her baby complexion the color of strawberry cream. Little
makeup. A natural. She did not look his way, but he knew her eyes
were blue. The Scandinavian goddess of his dreams. He was in love.
He moved to get closer. If only their eyes could meet. If he could
just say hello. The crowd was in his way. She walked out the door.
His twelve seconds were up.

Grover reached behind him, grabbed an apple
off the file cabinet and gave it an affectionate look before biting
into it. He kept telling Stormy he loved her. And he really did, if
only . . . A present. He had to buy the woman he loved a present.
Something special this time. She was pestering him again about
taking her out to a movie. Was there somewhere in America he could
do that? New York? California? Chicago, perhaps? Certainly not St.
Paul.

 


 


As Roxanne Schultz sat in the back row of the
fanciful courtroom waiting for the jury to come in she could not
help but dwell on the injustice her family had suffered. The law
was for those who could afford it. Once again she found herself
cheering for the bad guy.

The trial of Roger Touhy, charged with the
kidnapping of William Hamm, Jr., was front-page news across the
country. Although Touhy was the first alleged kidnapper tried
under the new Lindbergh Law, St. Paul was carrying on as if he had
killed the Lindbergh baby. In fact, Hamm had been released unharmed
after a hun-dred-thousand-dollar ransom was paid.

Roxanne could find no sympathy for the Hamm
family and the still-miss-ing money. She remembered countless
nights in the hollow, sitting on the back porch, staring up the
steep hill at the Hamm mansion and trying to count the number of
rooms in the Victorian brownstone, dreaming of what life might be
like behind the ornate windows. She could close her eyes and still
see the thousand lights of Hamm’s Brewery kindle the dark sky; she
could see the trains that rumbled through the ravine disappear into
the pink structure below the towering smokestacks. When the first
snow came, a Christmas tree was placed in a bay window, and the
Hamm house became Santa’s castle, the brewery his toy factory. But
as she matured into womanhood and became increasingly aware of her
plight, she thought the mansion ugly and a cruel joke—prosperity
overlooking degradation.

Roxanne Schultz and gangster Dag Rankin were
lucky to have gotten seats in the jam-packed courtroom. A stilted
fan stood whirling behind the bench. The huge windows were open,
letting the flies in. Light fixtures of bronze dangled from the
lofty ceiling like frozen pendulums. Heavily armed guards stood
watch over the trial from the solid oak balconies above her, as
rumors of an escape attempt persisted.

To Roxanne, court proceedings were a childish
game; the judge and his little hammer, the prosecutor and his big
mouth. And sorriest of all were the reporters: pack rats with
pencils, dressed in sloppy, ill-fitting suits, with silly-looking
press cards sticking out of their cheap hats.

She opened her purse, dug out a compact, and
checked her makeup. A natural beauty, she did not wear much. The
flips in her blond hair were beginning to fall, but still she was
glad she’d had it cut. The August humidity was murder. Yet even in
the sweltering heat Roxanne Schultz looked resplendent. Nobody had
to tell the girl from Swede Hollow what a living doll she’d turned
out to be; she knew it. And if she had to spread her gorgeous legs
for a few carefully chosen gangsters to enjoy the better things in
life, then she’d spread her legs. Like for the homely and impotent
jerk sitting next to her. He could never again get the damn thing
up, not that it would do her any good if he could.

Roxanne smoothed a wrinkle from her lavender
dress and watched as a marshal paraded twelve St. Paul citizens
into the mahogany jury box. Her own courtroom appearances had not
been so dramatic, except for the one time when she was seventeen.
A fat judge with a billy-goat beard ordered her into his chambers
before sentencing. He sat majestically behind his stately desk in
his authoritative robe and explained to her, in strictly legal
terms, how he could take a young, wayward girl of her grace and
beauty into his home and educate her to the norms of St. Paul’s
high society, escort her through the doorways of St. Paul’s Summit
Avenue, harbor her until she was of legal age, when she would be
well on her way down the path of righteousness. She went to him,
hiked her skirt up, and placed a bare knee on the chair, between
his legs. She ran her hands through his greasy gray hair and pulled
his head to her breast. He gave her a weak squeeze. She tilted his
chin back with the tip of a finger, looked at the ancient red eyes
and the tobacco-stained teeth, spit in his face, ruptured his
balls, and had assault added to her theft charge.

The jury was seated. The room fell silent.
The hot sun could be heard shining through the windows. The
silence made the odor of perspiration more noticeable, almost
unbearable.

“Has the jury reached a verdict?”

“Yes, Your Honor, we have.”

“Will the defendant rise.”

A scrawny man with dark bushy hair stood at
the defense table. He had a cocky way about him; years later his
sour-looking face would be removed by shotguns. “Read the verdict.”
“We, the members of the jury, find the defendant, Roger Touhy—not
guilty.” The courtroom exploded in shock and anger. Amazed
reporters lunged for the door. The judge made pounding noises with
his little hammer but was largely ignored. Roxanne remained in her
seat, amused by the whole scene. Roger Touhy had found the law
affordable.

Dag Rankin reached down and took her arm.
They moved toward the aisle but found the exit blocked by the
passing parade. Touhy was handcuffed and pulled along by federal
officials who were trying to clear the way. The press was shouting
out questions. The authorities were yelling back answers.

“It’s a disgrace.”

“Only in St. Paul.”

“He’s still under arrest. He’ll be returned
to Chicago to stand trial for theFactor kidnapping.” “I ain’t never
kidnapped no one,” cried Touhy. “And I didn’t shoot Cock Robin
either.” “Give us some room here,” his lawyer begged. They moved
into the hallway with the flow of the crowd, and Dag Rankin, being
no stranger to the federal courthouse, led Roxanne to a side
stairwell. They watched Roger Touhy being shoved into the detention
room. Holding on to Roxanne’s arm, Rankin limped down eight flights
of white marble stairs. They ducked out a side exit into the bright
sun and skirted traffic to St. Peter Street.

The “not guilty” news had reached the
sidewalk. A mob gathered at the front doors and in the sizzling
heat grew more hostile by the minute. At Rice Park, across the way,
a rope was strung from a tree, a hangman’s noose tied at the end,
with the public library serving as a backdrop.

The unruly throng of people surrounding the
Richardsonian Roman esque-style Federal Courts Building with is
spiring conical towers, dormer windows, and Syrian arches,
reminded Roxanne of a scene from a movie, A Connecticut Yankee in
King Arthur’s Court, with Will Rogers ready to be burned at the
stake; only, in St. Paul the sun had been blotted out a long time
ago. She wondered if the indignant citizenry would be as upset if
the kidnap victim had been a banker or a judge instead of the man
who made their beer.

“A guy can get away with murder in this
city,” said Dag Rankin with a malevolent grin. “Why not
kidnapping?” He was relaxed now, suddenly cool and confident in a
hot, precarious town.”

“What will happen to him now?” Roxanne wanted
to know.

“If the feds can sneak him out of here,
they’ll take him back to Chicago and probably convict him for
kidnapping Jake Factor. The fool. If you’re going to play the
snatch game you’ve got to play it right. Him and his brothers are
through.” Rankin shaded his eyes from the sun and looked across
the street. “There’s a bar in that building over there. If they
hang him I think we can still see it. What do you say, doll?”

“Is it air-cooled?” she asked.

“I think it is.”

She slipped her arm through his. From under
an umbrella station a traffic cop gave them a white-gloved signal,
and they crossed Sixth Street at St. Peter and entered the Hamm
Office Building to share a cold beer.

 


 


As for Chicago gangster Roger Touhy, son of an Irish
policeman, Windy City beer baron, and leader of the Terrible
Touhys—he was indeed a kidnapper. But for the first time in a long
time, the people of St. Paul had done something right. Roger Touhy
never kidnapped William Hamm, Jr.

 


 


Grover Mudd stuck his head out the window and stared
into the cloudless sky. He looked down the hill toward Lowertown.
They were still coming—the Jacob Schmidt Brewing Company, Minnesota
Mutual Life, the Ford Motor Company, Anderson Boot & Shoemaker,
Yoeg Brewery, the Harding High School marching band, a feisty
sandpaper company nicknamed 3M—hordes of them marching up the
street through the heat to the big rally in Rice Park, where the
politicians were waiting to speak.

Grover’s body was changing and nothing he did
could stop it. In two more Halloweens he would be forty years old.
He looked older, felt older still. His black hair was thinning. His
eyes were stony gray with creeping lines of red. He shaved every
other day; shadows crisscrossed his face. He wore a scowl, seldom a
smile. The rest of him was filling out, his waist, his hips; he
felt it most in his thighs. His gait was slowing. He felt sluggish
and forlorn. Gertrude Stein was right, Grover thought, they were a
lost generation.

At the Great Northern Railway Company his
father had been known as the librarian. In the engineer’s cab of
the locomotive there were always books to be found: a dictionary, a
classic, a best-seller he didn’t care for. “Books,” his daddy would
tell him, “the most noble thing you could ever do is write a good
book. Don’t ever forget that, Grover.”

“How about a column for the local yokel’s
newspaper, Daddy?”

Daddy never lived to hear the question. Daddy
fell asleep at the throttle.

The Farmer-Labor party went strutting by,
placards held high, their sweaty faces beaming with pride. For the
first time their man was in the governor’s office. Descendants of
the Nonpartisan League, they broke Republican domination of state
politics and left the Democrats fortressed in St. Paul’s City Hall.
The end of the parade was nowhere in sight, but Grover could sense
the end of the O’Connor System. Floyd B. Olson was Minnesota’s new
governor. Franklin Roosevelt was in the White House. How long could
this city hold out? The system was cracking, and Grover Mudd would
help bring it down, make Daddy up in heaven proud again.

Walt Howard was the key. Behind those
wire-rimmed glasses was an editor with impeccable integrity, a
newsman with a deep conscience who did not need glasses to see what
was happening to his city. His writing on the crime wave was sharp.
Only one thing was wrong with Walt Howard’s editorials. They were
on the editorial page.

“We don’t cross the line, Mudd.”

Why not? What does it matter to a dying
newspaper? Any better way to rid the city of Public Enemy
#1—apathy? What would it take to make Walt Howard cross the line?
What would it take to turn this parade on City Hall?

Grover’s eyes wandered along with his mind.
It was a walk of fifteen minutes from the steps of the new City
Hall to the steps of the Minnesota State Capitol. The same distance
to the Cathedral of Saint Paul. St. Peter Street, which bounded
City Hall on the west, led past the cathedral, and Wabasha Street,
which bounded City Hall on the east, led to the capitol. Both
streets ran north from Kellogg Boulevard, which topped the river
bluffs. For the first few blocks, up to and past the baroque
Federal Courts Building, the area was more than respectable—the
James J. Hill Public Library, Rice Park, fashionable hotels, small
shops and office buildings. Then around Seventh Street a strange
thing happened. As St. Peter Street veered west and ran up the hill
past the cathedral, and Wabasha Street continued straight and on up
another hill to the capitol, the area became a pit of depravity, a
sanctum of sleaze. St. Peter and Wabasha became Sodom and Gomorrah.
The closer the twin streets got to the seeds of Christianity and
democracy the more sacrilegious and illicit they became—church and
state overlooking debauchery. What really gnawed at Grover was not
the seedy little neighborhood that blighted upper downtown, it was
those two architectural wonders that overlooked it all that made
him shake his head in disbelief. They made the city the great
paradox it was.

The Cathedral of Saint Paul. After
twenty-five years of construction, its massive gray stone walls
and green oxidized-copper domes could be seen from every corner of
the city, and there still remained ten years of finishing work. It
was Archbishop John Ireland’s dream come true, though he died years
before the first service could be held. The church was modeled
after Saint Peter’s Basilica and stood at the peak of the hill
where Summit Avenue began its reign. A touch of Rome in
Minnesota.

Down the hill from the cathedral, across the
valley of lawlessness, and up a twin hill stood the Minnesota State
Capitol. Famed architect Cass Gilbert, the man who designed the new
United States Supreme Court Building, saved his finest work for his
adopted hometown. It was not as redoubtable as the one in the
nation’s capital but it was certainly as elegant, a structure of
white Georgia marble that left forty-seven other states envious.
Six statues of Greek gods were perched above the main entrance and
faced the city. They represented Bounty, Prudence, Wisdom, Courage,
Truth, and Integrity. And at the base of the dome, the charm around
its neck, was a gilded quadriga, four spirited horses drawing a
chariot of gold in which rode the figure of Prosperity. A work of
art attesting the triumph of government.

Grover Mudd propped a foot on the windowsill
and marveled at the passing parade. Thousands and thousands of
people endorsing in sweat and shoe leather the New Deal,
manifesting unabashed faith in Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Grover
leaned across his knee, took another bite of his apple, and stared
incredulously at this city built on seven hills, built over ancient
Indian graves. “St. Paul, Minnesota,” he mumbled with his mouth
full, “the only city in America where gangsters can fuck in the
street.”


 


Homer the Gnomer

 


While Roger Touhy was being transferred to Chicago to
stand trial for the kidnapping he was guilty of, the real
abductors of William Hamm, Jr., were enjoying ice cream cones a few
miles down the river in South St. Paul, a smelly little cow town of
stockyards and packing plants.

The two kidnappers were perched on a
split-rail fence. Sprawled before them was a maze of pens, corrals,
and chutes, miles of gray fencing erected to keep a quarter of a
million animals in some kind of order. Midwestern farmers had
shipped 100,000 hogs to South St. Paul to take advantage of the
govern-ment’s buying program. When these new porkers were added to
the cattle and sheep, the yards became hopelessly overcrowded. Yard
workers ran along the overhead walkways, more confused than the
livestock. Carpenters were busy building new pens. Power lines were
haphazardly strung from pole to pole. Town children were hired to
chase escaping pigs. The government ordered a four-day embargo, but
the hogs kept coming. The sound of pig squeals, cow moos, and lamb
cries was deafening. Flies swarmed over anything that breathed, and
lunched on the dead. Some of the stock were bound for Swift &
Company; others were bound to wear the Armour Star. None were bound
to live much longer.

Alvin Karpis found the chaos between man and
beast entertaining, as did his partner, Freddie Barker. Karpis
brushed the crumbs from his hands and licked his fingers. “Reminds
me of when I was a kid in Topeka,” he said loudly. “Used to grease
a pig every Halloween and chase after it, blindfolded, with a bunch
of other kids.” He was a short and slender man with an egg-shaped
head and the beady black eyes of a comic strip crook. His new tan
suit was neatly pressed and it fit him well. He cocked his panama
hat and turned his attention to the slaughterhouses along the
river. “Can you imagine going to work every day at the same place
for the rest of your life?”

“Nope.”

“That’s what they do here.” He yelled to be
heard over the noise. “They line up every morning and march into
those buildings, just like sheep.”

“So what?” Freddie Barker yelled back. “If we
get caught, they send us back to the pen, just like cattle.” He was
a short, stubby man, even shorter than his partner. A wide, red tie
dangled from his chubby neck. His shirtsleeves were rolled up.
Sweat was dripping from his dirty brown hair. The heat was
bothering him. He gnashed his gold teeth together and took a swipe
at the flies. “Just like cattle,” he repeated, “every day for the
rest of our lives.”

“See that building over there?” Karpis asked,
pointing.

“What about it?”

“That’s Armour’s.”

“So what? We’re gonna rob Swift’s.”

“Homer Van Meter worked there last summer, up
on the top floor. Kill floor. He stunned ’em.”

“Stunned who?”

“The cows.”

“The cows thought Homer was stunning?”

“He had a sledgehammer with a big spike on
the end of it and he hit the cows over the head.”

Freddie Barker crunched down the last bit of
his cone and winced. “Do you mean that jerk-off Van Meter sat up
there with a sledgehammer and hit cows over the head for eight
hours every day?”

“Twelve hours. After he stunned ’em, they got
picked up by the heels and got their throats cut.”

“Be a great guy to have along on a bank job.”
Barker laughed, crumbs spitting out of his mouth. “Can’t ya see
him going down the windows with his sledgehammer, sapping tellers?
What else he tell ya?”

“It operates on gravity,” Karpis went on,
shooing a fly off his sticky nose. “The head goes down one chute,
rest of ’em goes down another. Cows, pigs, sheep keep dropping from
floor to floor. Come out packaged at the bottom. You got ice cream
on your pants. Ma’s gonna kill ya.”

Freddie Barker smeared the ice cream into his
trousers and climbed down from the fence. “The flies are gonna kill
me. Let’s get going.”

The notorious bandits kicked dust down the
gravel road as trucks carrying more hogs sped past them. The
brilliant summer sun beat down on the backs of their necks. Alvin
Karpis flagged down the ice cream vendor again and bought another
cone.

“Where the hell are they?” complained Barker.
“I said ten o’clock. Did you hear me say ten o’clock?”

“Relax, Freddie, for thirty Gs they’ll be
here.”

Karpis and Barker leaned against a Chevy
coupe and waited.

They did their waiting just off the railroad
tracks a block below Concord Street, which was the main street in
South St. Paul and the only paved road that ran in and and out of
the seedy cow town. The river was the eastern border, and tall
bluffs made for early sunsets to the west. Banks, stores, and a
hundred other places of business that counted on the slaughter of
animals for their livelihood were strung out along this main
street. It was said that, after visiting St. Paul, the James Gang
rode down Concord on their way to Northfield. Cole Younger and his
two brothers came back through Concord Street on their way to the
state penitentiary in Stillwater.

The United States Post Office was on historic
Concord Street.

 


 


Buried in the bluffs above South St. Paul was a
cattlemen’s bar, and in that bar at a corner table sat three phony
musicians with banjo cases at their feet. It being a weekday
morning, they had the place to themselves but for the bartender,
who went about his opening chores, spreading clean sawdust,
unstacking chairs, opening windows, plugging in the fan.

“Nothing like a cold one before work,” said
Homer Van Meter, chugging a mug of beer. He was six feet tall and
skinny as a rail, 125 pounds and double-jointed at almost every
joint in his body. His stringy black hair was cut high above his
long, pointed ears and parted down the middle. This, coupled with a
sickly yellow complexion brought on by years of confinement in the
Indiana State Prison, gave him the face of a gnome. Some of his
front teeth were missing, but of late he was worried something else
would soon be missing. Homer Van Meter had syphilis. The word HOPE
was tattooed on his forearm.

Tommy Carroll, his head buried in a
newspaper, agreed with him and raised his glass in salute. He was a
quiet man, older than the others and not too bright, but smart
enough to keep his mouth shut and not show it. In his youth the
slender Carroll dreamed of being the middleweight boxing champ,
until one day his dream broke along with his jaw. When he could no
longer chase dreams with his fist he chased them with a machine
gun. In the underworld he was a heavyweight.

“What you reading? Sports page?” Van Meter
asked.

“No. ‘Grover’s Corner.’”

“I read him.”

“We were kids together on Grand Avenue. My
pop worked with his at the railroad.”

“Still see him?”

“Not in years.”

Lester Gillis, alias George Nelson, slammed
his hand on the table. Beer spat on their faces. “Well, call him
up.” He was a fruitcake of a gangster with a squatty little body
and a baby face where whiskers refused to grow. The only thing
bigger than his irascible ego was his mouth. Gillis leaned forward.
“We can use the publicity.” Then he lowered his voice and talked
with a malicious passion. “All I need to be front-page news is a
name. Like Machine Gun Kelly. He was just a penny-ante bootlegger
until his wife gave him that name. That’s what I want, a name
that’ll make kids wet their pants.”

“How ’bout this?” Van Meter grinned. “Pester
Lester.”

“From now on it’s Nelson,” declared Gillis.
“Machine Gun Nelson.”

“No,” said Van Meter, shaking his head, “the
kids will get you mixed up with Machine Gun Kelly and they won’t
know when to wet their pants.” Van Meter and Carroll guffawed loud
and hard.

Gillis was on his feet. “When people hear
Machine Gun Nelson, they’ll shit their pants.” This time he brought
both hands down on the table and splattered beer across the floor.
The bartender glanced their way.

“Sit down,” ordered Van Meter. “You’ll queer
this job before it even gets started. This heist is a plum. Better
than the Sioux Falls job.”

Gillis took his chair. “That’s another
thing,” he said. “They didn’t let us in on the Hamm snatch. How
come they’re letting us in on this?”

“This is a lot different,” explained Van
Meter. “Takes experts. We were one expert short so we brung you.
Besides, we didn’t let them in on the Sioux Falls job.” Homer Van
Meter found Lester Gillis exasperating, but he had an even stronger
dislike for his new bosses. “There’s a gang in the Michigan City
pen that’d make this Barker-Karpis gang look like bumbling Boy
Scouts.”

“You and your gang at Michigan City,” chided
Gillis. “If they were so hot they wouldn’t be locked up.”

Van Meter gulped down his beer and checked
his watch. “Christ almighty,” he said, “it’s ten-fifteen.”

Outside, the morning sky was filled to the
brim with sun. The brightness stung the gangsters’ eyes as they
threw their banjo cases into the backseat of a blue-and-black
Hudson four-door, an awesome machine in immaculate condition. Tommy
Carroll slid into the backseat. Lester Gillis climbed behind the
wheel.



“What do you think you’re doing?” asked Van
Meter.

“I’m driving.”

“Like hell you are. I’m wheelman, you’re
shotgun.”

“I’m Machine Gun Nelson and I’m driving.”
Gillis set his jaw and gripped the wheel.

And just when the squatty gangster was sure
he was going to be the wheelman, the cold steel of Tommy Carroll’s
tommy gun froze the back of his neck. In a soft and steady voice he
was told, “Slide over, Pester Lester, and don’t queer this
job.”

Lester Gillis complied, and not only lost the
privilege of driving that day, he lost the name he was born
with.

“He’s pouting,” said Van Meter. “Look at that
baby face, Tommy.”

“I wouldn’t talk,” shot back Gillis. “Your
puss looks like it went through a meat grinder.”

Homer Van Meter laughed a laugh that could be
heard down on Concord Street. “Baby Face Nelson,” he roared as he
pulled away from the curb and dropped into town.

 


 


Down below Concord Street, Alvin Karpis and Freddie
Barker were in no laughing mood. Karpis was lapping up his third
ice cream cone when the Hudson bounced over the tracks, rolled by
them, made a slow U-turn, and coasted to a stop.

“Mr. Karpis, Mr. Barker,” said Homer Van
Meter, leaning out the window, “meet Baby Face Nelson.” Again he
broke into belly laughs.

“Where’ve you guys been?” demanded
Barker.

“Stopped in a bar up the street for a
beer,”Van Meter told him. “A Hamms.” He smiled, showing his missing
teeth.

“Goddammit,” screamed Freddie Barker, “we got
less than a half-hour. Now shut up and listen to Alvin here.”

Homer Van Meter dropped his skinny arms out
the window and let his head hang over the door. “We’re not gonna go
over the plan again, are we, Freddie?”

“Damn right we are.”

“We’ve only been watching these pigeons for a
month,”Van Meter muttered.

Karpis put a finger under Van Meter’s chin
and lifted his face. “We always go over the plan one more time.
We’re pros. Or would you like to go back to the pen for another ten
years?”

For the first time that morning, the smile
was wiped off Van Meter’s face. His eyes caught fire. He grabbed
Karpis by the tie. “I ain’t never going back to the pen.”

“All right, then,” said Alvin Karpis, pleased
he had everyone’s attention. “There’ll be two runners from Swift’s
and two cops, gift-wrapped in a squad car. First they go down to
the depot and lift a satchel of silver. From there it’s up to the
post office for a satchel of cash. Then they hike down to the bank.
We hit ’em at the post office. Me, Homer, and,”—he checked his
words—“Nelson.”

Van Meter’s laugh was reborn.

Karpis continued. “The coupe will be stashed
on the corner at Third. Tommy and Freddie will be in the Hudson a
half-block south. The squad rolls north on Concord and stops in
front of the post office. The skinny runner runs inside. Coppers
pack thirty-eights in shoulder holsters. That’s all. Soon as we see
the skinny runner step out the door with the loot we hit ’em. Any
shots fired, any heat shows, Tommy and Freddie ride up like cowboys
after Indians. If everything’s jake, just pick me up and we’ll be
on our way. Stick to the plan and we should be back at the lake
swimming in an hour with a big fat payroll and not a shot fired.
Questions?”

Homer Van Meter wet his cracked lips. “Do you
believe in reincarnation, Alvin?”

Creepy Alvin Karpis stuck his head in the
window. “Yes, I do. And I’m coming back rich. Let’s go, boys.”

The gangsters, clutching their musical
instruments, switched cars. The Hudson with its deadly combo danced
up to Concord Street and swung left. An even deadlier trio squeezed
into a Chevy coupe, sang up to Concord Street, and pitched
right.

 


 


On the same steamy morning when Alvin Karpis and
Homer Van Meter were staking out the post office in South St. Paul,
a few miles up the river a St. Paul motorcycle cop was pulling his
stake out of his favorite speeder on a gravel bluff above Point
Douglas Road where warring Indians once kept a lookout.

Patrolman Emil Gunderson stuffed his meat
back in his pants, zipped up, and climbed out of the backseat of a
rusty Plymouth. He was a huge man, strong as an ox and not much
smarter. He pulled an expensive medal of Saint Christopher from his
sticky skin and swore, something about sweaty women. “Now, Mrs.
Johnson, that’s the third time this month I’ve caught you speeding.
Next time I’m gonna give you a ticket. Understand?”

“Yes, Officer Gunderson. It’s just that I
love the way you sneak up behind me.”

“Yeah, you love everything I do behind
you.”

In Minnesota there was no such thing as a
police school; brawn meant more than brains. In St. Paul it was
best to be Irish—big, mean, and Irish. If you couldn’t be Irish,
Scandinavian would do. Others need not apply.

The best beat was downtown, Gunderson’s old
beat. In the clubs he could get free drinks, lay down a bet, or pop
into a whorehouse for a quickie. All this while on duty. It was
downtown that he became a police legend. Patrolman Emil Gun derson
killed a man once. A railroad man who had traveled from the old
land. He didn’t kill him in the line of duty, just while on duty.
His victim was a boy, really, a beautiful Catholic boy, twenty
years old, with Saint Christopher, patron saint of travelers,
dangling from his neck.

It was payday at the railroad. That meant
trouble downtown. Rail road workers put in fourteen-, sixteen-,
eighteen-hour days, and when they got paid, they got laid. In the
Depression, they had jobs and money. The clubs downtown lured them
in where the whores preyed on them. Drinks were poured and fights
were brewed. If they had any money when they left, there were
midnight ruffians known as Chicago Star Cleaners who rolled them as
they headed home.

Gunderson found the boy, still greasy but
already drunk, on Wabasha Street in mid-afternoon, making a monkey
out of King Kong. He’d smashed the display glass and ripped the big
poster off the Strand Theater. Then he tore the big ape to shreds.
He was holding Fay Wray in the palm of his hand and fondling her
breasts when Gunderson arrived on the scene.

“Look at the mess here. What is this?”

“I had to save me beauty from the beast,” the
boy laughed out, and the crowd that had gathered to watch laughed
along with him.

“Gotta take you in now.”

“Up the old ass with ya, Jack. The best of
the king’s men in County Cork couldn’t bring me to bay. The King of
Kong couldn’t best me. Think I’m going to be shackled off to the
hoosegow by a gorilla from St. Paul?”

But the King of England didn’t have any men
like Emil Gunderson. “I don’t use shackles,” the King of Brawn told
the boy. With lightning quickness he snared the drunken young fool
in a headlock. Up Wabasha to Kellogg Boulevard they marched, the
boy doubled over, his head clamped like a vice in Gunderson’s
muscular arms. They started for Steep Street, crowded sidewalks
parting way. To those who worked downtown, Gunder son’s arrests
were a common sight. But they hadn’t marched far when the pretty
Catholic boy stopped walking. Gunderson didn’t notice, just dragged
him the rest of the way, into the station house and up to the
sergeant’s desk.

“Okay, Emil, you can drop him now.”

And that’s where the boy’s travels ended, on
the station-house floor. He was dead, his skull cracked in two.

Gunderson ripped Saint Christopher from the
boy’s neck and stuffed his body into a jail cell, where he wasn’t
officially discovered until the next morning. The cause of death
was inconclusive, as was the subsequent investigation. But everyone
on the force knew it was the beast that killed the beauty, and
Gunderson’s reputation was made. Even among cops he was feared.

But now the giant Norwegian’s arrest methods
had gotten him into trouble with a judge. The new assistant police
chief stuck him out in Battle Creek, patrolling the sticks. St.
Sauver the Dickhead, Gunderson called him. There was nothing worse
than an honest mick.

Battle Creek was undeveloped woodland, beyond
the East Side, where the Chippewa and the Sioux once killed each
other before the white man arrived and killed them both. Arrowheads
could still be found in the sandy cliffs. Gunderson walked to his
motorcycle and mounted it with the pride of a warrior mounting a
stallion. The city stretched out before him. He scouted the seven
hills. The sun made him squint. It was out there somewhere.
Mind-boggling riches. Prohibition was on its last bootleg, but
there was a new game in town, and he and the boys wanted to play.
All they had to do was find the stuff. No easy task.

Nina Clifford could be dead soon. Hell, one
good push down the stairs would do the old bat in. Then he could
take over her operation. Still, she was only on the receiving end.
The big cop stomped his bike into gear. “Where are you, sweet
dreams?”

There were so many places it could be
stashed: the big brick warehouses of Lowertown, a maze of boxcars
chasing the tracks, barges like football fields floating on the
Mississippi, ancient caves crawling under the cliffs. He watched an
airplane drop in on Holman Field.

What Emil Gunderson didn’t see as he rode
away on this particular day was the sodden bodies of two Irish boys
as the current in the river dropped them off and pushed their
bobbing heads into a lake called Pig’s Eye.

 


 


By the time Alvin Karpis took his position at the
south end of the post office, his ice cream cone was soup, more of
it going down his arm than his throat. He threw it to the curb and
licked his fingers.

The post office was housed on the first floor
of the Exchange Building, another brownstone fortress designed to
protect employees from months of winter. It did that, but in the
summer months it became a three-story barbecue. Open windows
begged for a breeze. Telegraph wires ran out the upper windows to
rooftop antennas and pulled in the latest livestock prices. Pigeons
used the roof to home in on grain that spilled from the trucks. So
many pigeons lined the rooftops of Concord Street that poison was
sprinkled in the feed to control the pests. Pigeon shit spotted the
sidewalks, and dead birds rotted in the gutters.

At the north end of the building the vines
that climbed the walls wilted in the heat. The grass out front was
yellow and brown for lack of water. It was there Homer Van Meter
rested his banjo case. He was still wondering why he’d tied up with
this rinky-dink gang. They’d got lucky with Hamm. What they needed
was a real leader, like his friend J.D. Was he still locked up? Van
Meter made a mental note to find out. The heat was cramping his
stomach and making the painless sores in his pants sticky.

At the foot of the stairs that led through
the arched doorway, the newly named Baby Face Nelson was doing a
poor job of looking inconspicuous, holding his banjo case like a
football and pacing like he had to piss. A .45 revolver was stuffed
under his shirt. He saw Van Meter shake his head in disgust. The
temperature had reached ninety degrees.

At ten-thirty a squad car rolled out of the
sun. Traffic on Concord was light. The police car pulled to the
curb and stopped a few feet from Nelson. A skinny Swift’s messenger
jumped from the car. He mumbled, “’Morning,” to the gangster and
darted up the stairs into the post office. A chubby messenger and
one patrolman also got out of the car. The messenger clung to a
satchel and wiped his brow. The other patrolman was left squirming
behind the steering wheel, his sweat-stained shirt sticking to the
seat.

The cop on the sidewalk talked about getting
off duty early and taking his children to the state fair. The
Swift’s messenger complained about the humidity and the smell of
manure emanating from the yards. They paid no attention to the trio
of odd musicians until Nelson mounted the stairs, sprung open his
case, and shouldered a machine gun.

“Not yet, Baby Face!” screamed Van Meter.

“Stick ’em up!” shouted Nelson. “We mean
business.”

Van Meter tore a shotgun from his case and
stepped forward. “Put that satchel down and get your hands in the
air. Now.”

Alvin Karpis popped open his banjo case and
drew his own machine gun. He covered the squad car. The cop inside
threw up his hands.

Nelson was everywhere, like a hoofer on a
Hollywood sound stage. He did a two-step up the stairs, a leap to
the sidewalk, a waltz around the police, with a chorus of
outrageous orders. He grabbed passersby and lined them up against
the car. “This is a stickup.”

Homer Van Meter was sick. He had an eye on
the post-office door. He kept his gun on the messenger and the cop.
He wanted to kill Baby Face Nelson. Then came the dog, a St.
Bernard. Nelson had collared its owner. The dog circled Van Meter,
barking, saliva drooling from its jowls. He kicked at it. “Scram,
pooch.”

The skinny messenger stepped out the door,
cash in hand.

“Put that satchel down and beat it,” Van
Meter ordered. He turned to the chubby one. “You too.”

The Swift’s messengers backed down the
street, hands above their heads, leaving Van Meter facing the cop
and kicking at the dog.

“This is a federal crime,” the cop told him.
“They got a new place for guys like you. It’s called Alcatraz.”

Homer Van Meter put the shotgun to the
policeman’s face.

Surprised by the blast, Karpis took his
attention off the patrolman behind the wheel. The cop drew his .38
and managed one shot. He missed. Alvin Karpis opened up on the
car.

The Hudson screeched to a halt in the center
of the street. Freddie Barker and Tommy Carroll jumped from the
car, machine guns blazing.

Nelson was ecstatic. He drew his six-shooter
and fired at fleeing citizens, missing every one of them. The
Exchange Building was peppered. The pigeons were off and flying.
Glass flew like bullets. A choir of screaming workers dodged the
windows.

The Swift’s messengers were never swifter.
They sprinted down the street and dove for cover.

Freddie Barker cried, “Let’s go!”

Homer Van Meter grabbed the satchel of silver
and ran for the Chevy. Baby Face Nelson chased him. They raced away
north.

Alvin Karpis nabbed the satchel of cash,
leaped into the Hudson, and put the pedal to the metal. Freddie
Barker clung to the car from the running board and sprayed one side
of the street with his machine gun while Tommy Carroll raked the
other side. The shooting spree went on for two blocks until a jolly
truck driver hauling a load of hogs and singing “Sweet Adeline”
saw Ma Barker’s boys coming and threw his sweet ass across the seat
of his cab. Bullets shattered the windshield. The truck jumped the
curb and careened through the plate-glass window of a hardware
store, overturning the trailer, freeing the load, and sending a
hundred Minnesota porkers squealing up Concord Street.

Karpis slowed up and allowed his torpedo men
to crawl inside. Picking up speed again, he threw on the siren.

Barker settled into the backseat. “Holy
Toledo, that Homer Van Meter is a real asshole, ain’t he?”

Karpis shook his head. “Those two gotta
go.”

“Better throw the smoke,” said Barker looking
out the back window. “Just in case.”

The sparkling getaway car sped for St. Paul
with a police siren wailing and thick black smoke belching out the
rear. The elaborate escape plans were unnecessary. There was nobody
chasing them.

 


 


South St. Paul was stunned, hit over the head with a
sledgehammer. People were in gutters, under cars, crouched in
doorways. Storefronts were shattered. When the echoes faded and the
smoke cleared in front of the United States Post Office a wounded
St. Bernard was yapping for help. On the sidewalk among the pigeon
shit and the arriving flies was a cop with his head blown off. In
the bullet-ridden squad car his partner was trying to keep his eye
from falling out of its socket. The two messengers from Swift &
Company were hiding under a cattle truck. An ice cream cone was
melting over the curb. The pigs were running free. And the sheep
were being led off to slaughter.


Saint Sauver

 


Like the Hamm kidnapping and the trial of Roger
Touhy, the robbery and shooting in South St. Paul made national
headlines. Details of the savagery splashed across the front pages
of America. Not only had the Barker-Karpis gang murdered a local
police officer, but, by robbing a United States post office, they
triggered the ire of a young organization in Washington, a division
of the Justice Department becoming known as the FBI. In September
these men, led by a bulldog of a man named J. Edgar Hoover, sat
down to a map and literally outlined the Midwest crime problem.
Among an unchecked wave of violence was the kidnapping of an oil
baron in Oklahoma City; the massacre of four lawmen at the Union
Depot in Kansas City; a bank robbery in Mason City, Iowa, with a
running gun battle; over twenty post-office robberies in the state
of Wiscon sin; and a bank heist in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, where
more than a thousand people stood on the street and watched
helplessly as women hostages were forced to stand on the running
boards of the getaway car. After connecting the dots on the map,
the G-men found themselves with an incongruous circle. At the
center of that circle—St. Paul, Minnesota.

 


 


The Selby-Lake Line trolley clanged over the Lake
Street Bridge, one of the many bridges that spanned the Mississippi
River and connected Minneapolis to St. Paul. It squeaked to a halt
at Cleveland Avenue and picked up a rumpled newspaperman. Then the
banana-yellow streetcar, with a big Coca-Cola bottle cap pasted to
its nose, continued its long run through the Twin Cities. It was a
hot, hazy ten-thirty in the morning.

Grover Mudd loved to sleep late. In his
previous life he was a ’possum, hanging from a tree branch by his
tail, looking at the world upside down. In his next life he was
going to be a bear, crawl into a cave come winter and sleep until
spring.

Grover lost his car in the divorce: a
Studebaker Dictator, cream-tan in color, with an air-curved
chromium grille and teardrop lamplights floating over wide, round
fenders. Inside, a Philco custom-built radio turned a ride into a
rolling melody. The machine was a treasure. In court his ex-wife
sarcastically referred to it as “the other woman.” Waxing the
Dictator on Saturdays and cruising the lakes alone on sunny Sunday
afternoons was an affair he could not break off. In ways he felt
worse about losing the car than he did about losing his children.
There was never a chance for them, but he was counting on those
wheels. When the judge took the little Dictator away, Grover wanted
to kill. The lousy bitch did not even drive.

He left his coat at home. His only hat had
been sitting on a closet shelf for months. A loud tie was draped
untied over his off-white shirt. His trousers were badly wrinkled
at the lap. Grover dropped a nickel in the fare box, slid into a
window seat near the rear, and hung his head out the electric car,
like a boy going for a ride in the country. The heat wave had
continued past Labor Day. Steam rising from the bricks hit his face
and left him longing for a day at beautiful Como Park. As the
trolley rolled along, he closed his eyes and saw himself lying on
the park’s grassy lakeshore in front of the promenade enjoying a
summerfest concert with Stormy at his side. An innocent smile
illuminated her pretty face. Her arm was wrapped around his. Her
head was on his shoulder. People were staring at them. Grover
opened his eyes.

The trolley stopped at Dale Street and the
colored people boarded. They made their way to the back of the car.
Grover avoided their eyes. Nobody sat next to him. The bell rang,
and they were moving on the rails again, along a tree-lined street
with narrow front lawns that were yellow and brown with the dog
days of the hottest summer on record.

The streetcar entered the dark tunnel that
ran under Cathedral Hill. It was cool and dank and smelled of fresh
dirt and sour wine. A bottle broke under the steel wheels. A tin
can ricocheted off the wall and did a jig beside the track. The
sojourn underground felt good. Then it was over. The trolley
emerged into the vile heat again, into that part of town that never
slept.

Downtown streets were being torn up and
widened. Clouds of dust drifted by. To avoid the inevitable traffic
mess at Seven Corners, Grover jumped off the clanger at Pleasant
Avenue and hiked down Tenth to St. Peter Street where he stood
across the street from the ruins of the old state capitol and
waited for the traffic signal to change. He glanced down Tenth to
Wabasha Street. The Green Lantern Saloon was on the corner, behind
a cigar-store front. For ten years it had been the place where the
underworld checked in, and Dap per Danny Hogan had been the man to
see. Soon after Hogan’s explosive de mise the Hollyhocks Club down
by the river became the place where gangsters checked in, and Dag
Rankin became the man to see. But Wabasha Street remained famous
for its speakeasies, a garish array of cigar stores, cafes,
bakeries, and barbershops with a grimy saloon in every one of them.
Backroom joints built to burn. They had live entertainment,
dancing, food, and booze. And they had gambling, the second-largest
money-making operation in the city of St. Paul. Around town
punchboards alone took in fifteen million dollars a year. Other
millions were gobbled up by slot machines, roulette wheels, and
blackjack.

The walkway was congested, and Grover soon
found himself waiting shoulder to shoulder with a sweaty crowd.
Cars lined the curbs. Parking downtown was expensive. Open lots
charged fifteen cents a day, or $2.50 for a monthly sticker.
Garages were twice that. The sun reflected off the windshields and
stung his eyes. A big Buick overheated. A truck hit it from
behind. A radiator burst. Steam poured into the crowd. The light
changed. Grover scaled the fenders and started down St. Peter
Street.

In his daily column he once wrote how Indian
Chief Wabasha would be thrilled to see what an exciting stretch his
namesake street turned out to be. But Grover doubted Saint Peter
would feel the same way. The bawdyhouses lined St. Peter Street,
the number-one money-making business in St. Paul. For every
speakeasy on Wabasha there were three whorehouses on St. Peter.
They were hidden in hotels behind Victorian facades of brick and
iron with large neon signs fastened to the false fronts. The
Gladstone Hotel, the Bradford, the Arcade, the Palace Hotel—those
and a score more competed for sex on St. Peter Street. Girls that
did not qualify for the houses plied their trade at the curb.

The signal at Exchange Street was stuck.
Grover squeezed through the stalled traffic. He walked in the shade
to avoid the sun. Most of the buildings were tall and shared by a
variety of tenants, turning the sidewalk into a tunnel of
advertising. From the cafés came the smell of fried foods and from
the bakeries the aroma of fresh pastry, but in the morning heat the
scents were wasted and cruel. At the Salvation Army next to the
Carleton Hotel, a breadline was jerking forward, and people, poor
as sin, stood in the shadow of the Depression staring at their
shoes.

At Ninth and St. Peter, traffic was at its
worst. Exhaust fumes hung in the air. Grover stopped and rubbed his
eyes. The smell of hot tar burned his nose. He cleared his throat
and spit in a trash can. He looked around for something to drink.
Mother Merrill’s Cafe was not open yet. To his right was Assumption
Church, where the German Catholics prayed, an old church with
celestial twin towers that seemed born with the skyline. Across the
way the lots were vacant. A young couple smiled down at him from a
billboard, with two mugs of Hamm’s beer in their hands. Grover
wanted to crawl into the painting, drink the beer, and have sex
with the girl. Then he saw who was standing below it. In a church
made of gravel on a street made of sin was the Big Holy Spook.
Grover hated him.

He was a street preacher, a colored goliath
with the strongest vocal cords in town. His arms snapped through
the air like mammoth black snakes. Sweat rolled over his fat cheeks
and ran down his stallion neck, where pulsating veins looked ready
to burst. His monstrous red tongue spit out visions of the
apocalypse like a machine gun spitting out bullets, vicious
eardrum-piercing threats about the wrath of God descending on the
city. Back when he had the dreams, Grover once dreamt the Big Holy
Spook was beating him to death inside some forbidden dwelling. The
preacher poked his fat black finger through the noisy traffic and
screamed his loudest. “Sinner! Your soul will burn in the eternal
blazes of hell. The time has come.”

Grover Mudd was already on fire. He walked a
block down and crossed Ninth Street at Wabasha.

As it had over much of the nation, Hollywood
fever swept over St. Paul. Two square blocks downtown offered every
star from James Cagney to Claudette Colbert. So, along with the
speakeasies, the air-cooled movie houses decorated Wabasha Street.
Gaudy marquees hung low over the walk, and overdramatic posters
jumped out at Grover as he browsed by. At the Lyceum Theater, the
Barrymore family could be seen in Rasputin and the Empress. At the
Strand Theater, Spencer Tracy and Fay Wray were starring in
Shanghai Madness. Squeezed in the middle of this row of silver
screens was Grover’s favorite specialty shop, stacked with Coke,
candy, and Flavo-Korn popcorn. He bought a cold soda and downed it
in front of the legitimate and respectable Saint Francis Hotel,
which housed the less than respectable Royal Cigar Store, owned and
operated by Dutch Otto. Behind his cigar store was a racehorse
syndicate that operated with help from the police. A wire service
from a national betting organization was fed to the store over a
phone line from Minneapolis. Gamblers crowded in early because they
could place bets on races at various tracks around the country. It
was rumored Dutch Otto took in ten grand a day.

Grover Mudd crossed the street and hurried to
work. He couldn’t afford to look too sanctimonious as he marched
down Speakeasy Row. At one time or another he drank in all of
them.

He bounded down sloping Fourth Street and up
the crumbling brick stairs of the Frontier Building. He wrenched
open the door and jumped into a waiting elevator. It got stuck
between floors two and three. He pressed the alarm button, then sat
in the corner.

As an example of their in-depth reporting,
the North Star Pressconducted a survey of downtown office buildings
to see who had the fastest and the slowest elevators. Of course
they found that the Frontier Building had the slowest, and jokes
were made about stories being stuck in the elevator. It wasn’t the
fact that the North Starprinted such tripe that pissed Grover off
as much as the fact that it was true. He extended his leg and
slammed his foot against the alarm button. The squeezy heat
intensified. He felt his pockets for a smoke. There were none. He
opened his shirt front and stared at the trapdoor on the
ceiling.

Grover Mudd would wake in the morning and
clear his throat and lungs of the phlegm that had coagulated in the
night. With some coffee and a doughnut in his stomach, and a shot
of whiskey to get him started, he’d be off feeling pretty good.
But, as the hands chased around the clock, his wounds would catch
up with him. His throat would puff, his lungs would swell, his eyes
would turn red and water. By nightfall his chest was an abyss of
cough. Stormy understood. His ex-wife never did. Eat right, she
would tell him, see a different doctor. The doctors only gave him
pills and syrups and whispered wishfully of outlawed narcotics. He
closed his ears to them and sought relief in divorce court and
outlawed whiskey.

From overhead came the vacuum sound of
sliding doors and the flat echo of footsteps on a ladder, slower
than usual. The trapdoor above jerked open and Fuzzy Byron’s
balding gray head bobbed through the hole in the ceiling. “I
thought it was you, Grover. More murder.”

“Fuzzy, what are you doing up there?”

“Silas got laid off,” Fuzzy told him, showing
faint yellow teeth patched between a sickly, prickly beard. “It’s a
bit fuzzy up here but he showed me what to do.” “Where’s the
murder?” “Pig’s Eye Lake. They found those Kendrigan twins.” Fuzzy
was an old man, well into his sixties. The spectacles, precariously
balanced on his permanently inflamed nose, were thicker than Coke
bottles and did about as much good. If he did not die in total
darkness he would die in a fuzzy world. And a curious intellect
came with the crusty messenger, a genuine sage among drunkards.
When he was sober, which was only by day, he spoke with a Bohemian
wit, never mentioning his past or his problems. When he was sozzled
he spoke only of himself, often with a bitter tongue, spinning
outrageous yarns about artistic genius and phantom paintings. He
was ugly, oafish, and incorrigible, but there was something about
the old wino Grover could not help but love. Fuzzy hung a bulky
Brownie from the ceiling. “Mr. Howard said for you to take this
camera and go on down there.”

“Me? What’s wrong with Hermanson, or
Roth?”

“Hermanson and Roth got laid off. Roth took
the Chevy and said he’s not returning it until he’s paid. Take the
Desoto. It’s in the garage. Here’s the keys. Catch the camera.”
Fuzzy dropped them into Grover’s hands. “Now, standard operating
procedure involves some stomping. So push the lobby button, Grover,
and kiss the wall. I’m going to stomp.” The trapdoor closed and the
elevator bounced downward a foot at a time before it began a quick
descent with a cry from above. “Weee . . .”

Grover’s workday had begun.

 


 


At the same time as Grover Mudd was fighting his way
out of the Frontier Newselevator, Roxanne Schultz was fighting for
a shot at sexual bliss. On satin sheets in the master bedroom of
the Hollyhocks Club, Dag Rankin made love to her with his fingers.
Lately, it was not as much lovemaking as it was an exercise in
futility. When her futile attempt to make him hard was over, his
futile attempt to bring her to climax began.

It had been a long night: The club was open
till dawn. She was the lady of the house, and she stayed sociable
until the last guest departed. Then she bathed in cool, scented
water and readied for bed. She pulled the black shades against the
fierce morning sun and turned the ceiling fan on low. Rankin came
to her after counting the night’s take.

Roxanne was never totally naked with a man.
She found them more attracted to partial nudity and she needed the
security of that piece of clothing clinging to her body. This
morning it was a nightgown of light, white silk. No panties. Rankin
pulled the straps below her breasts and worked the hem up to her
belly. He sucked on her nipples before backing off to hover between
her legs. From there the lovemaking was always the same, the only
way it could be. She took his limpness in her hand and pushed the
head in her slit and stroked herself with it, but it was only a
prelude to his fingers.

In their early days she would go down on him,
but he was scarred and deformed and when he refused to return the
favor it became an unspoken understanding that she would do it no
more.

He had long fingers, crooked and rough, but
she waited for them eagerly. He brushed her hairs and she felt the
first sensation. Then he crossed his middle finger with his index
finger and slipped them inside her. Her legs spread even wider, her
hips swelled with excitement. She ran her hands under her thighs
and spent the first minutes in swaying relaxation. He kissed her
mouth hard, licked her neck, sucked a nipple, all the time stroking
her. She put a hand to his mouth and gently nudged him away,
wanting only the rhythm of his fingers. She whispered orders to
him. “Slow, slow, slower.” Then it was “Fast, faster, slow now,
slow.” And he would obey, and he would wait.

Roxanne put her mind in a euphoric state and
tried to take the trip without the opium. Her body always took on
the tingle of womanly pleasure, and she knew it could happen if he
only allowed her the time. It took time. Sometimes she couldn’t
even do it to herself, but Rankin did it to her often in those
early days before he owned her. But time was on the lam, his arm
was weakening, the strokes were uneven, his fingers became cold and
insensitive, physical, not sensual. She could feel his frustration,
his impatience. It became difficult to concentrate on the faint
spasms of delight she was feeling. Again the elusive climax was
slipping away. Tears welled up in her eyes. She held them back. She
put her hands to her grimaced face and thrust her hips violently,
savagely into his fingers, knowing it was not going to happen.
Then he withdrew his hand and was through playing with her. The
golden hair on her head was wet with perspiration. Sweat trickled
down her red face to her lips, where the salty taste rinsed away
the spite she wanted to spit at him.

He pulled a sheet over them and curled up to
her, kissed her cheek. It was a kiss of perverse satisfaction. She
knew he did not want it to happen. He wanted her to feel the same
frustration he felt. He would allow her only one source of
pleasure. The same as his. Nina Clifford’s.

It was during a weak moment in the opium den,
before she smoked the magic, that she told St. Paul’s first lady of
the evening everything: about life in the hollow and the death of
her father, about the violent, painful night she lost her
virginity. Roxanne confessed that her most sensual feelings came
from a man’s fingers. The penis itself only brought her hostility
and physical discomfort.

Nina Clifford, a seasoned authority on the
ways of women, told Rox anne that, with the right man, she would
one day feel the joy a woman should feel, but Dag Rankin was not
the right man. She also concluded that Roxanne’s climax could only
be brought about with loving fingers, that she would never accept
the real part of a man because the first time she saw the male
organ it was humiliating her father. The second time it was
humiliating her.

Rankin was asleep. Roxanne rolled away and
stared at the streaks of morning sky seeping through the shades.
Perhaps the time had come to get out. She dreamed of California, of
palm trees and movie stars. Except for Jean Harlow, she believed
she was as pretty as any of them. But there was her mother. And
there was Dag Rankin, growing more powerful and more reckless with
every passing day. Although Roxanne tried her best not to hear
things, she suspected him capable of the most sensational
crimes.

 


 


Grover Mudd cruised past the cliffs and caves of
Battle Creek Park, slowed through the construction, then drove
another mile into the sticks. He swung the Desoto off Point Douglas
Road, bounced over the railroad tracks and wheeled down a dry mud
path that ran through the bog to Pig’s Eye Lake, a Mississippi
River backwater. The pathway was narrow, and the deep ruts in it
could only handle one car at a time. The trees grew at sharp
angles. Branches slapped the Desoto as it rumbled along. Up ahead
was a highway patrolman. Grover had forgotten his press card. But
the cop did-n’t ask, just directed him right with a pointing
finger.

He steered out of the ruts and parked in
knee-high weeds next to the police cars. Grover climbed out and
batted the gnats away from his eyes. Grasshoppers leaped in front
of him. The shoreline was swathed in deep summer green, but the
lake was low. Swampy edges were drying up, leaving cattails and
reeds to wither and die. Bloated carp lay rotting in the morning
sun. A putrid smell was flushing out of the new sewage disposal
plant on the island.

The police stood near the stagnant water on
the mosquito-infested shore. Two of them were in uniform, including
the giant patrolman Emil Gunderson, who Grover recognized
immediately. Five other cops were in plainclothes. One of them was
taking pictures. Another was taking notes. A fat detective was
enjoying a beer. The others were trying to keep the bugs away.

Assistant Chief Gil St. Sauver, newly
appointed, was the man in charge. He looked professional even in
the middle of a heat wave, standing in a dark-brown suit with a
matching homburg, his necktie pulled tight and proper. He greeted
Grover indifferently, if not bitterly. “Grover Mudd, the only guy I
know who can find a drink being served before breakfast.” They
didn’t shake hands.

“’Morning, St. Sauver. What’s America’s
highest-ranking traffic cop doing down here? Someone speeding?”

Grover had known Gil St. Sauver for years,
watched him rise through the ranks, mostly traffic divisions.
Grover believed St. Sauver to be one of the few sincerely honest
men in the upper ranks, which was probably why he had spent his
career in traffic. But Grover did not like him, or any other cop.
To reporters, cops were as bad as crooks: dangerous, unpredictable,
and habitual liars.

The distrust was mutual. Police believed
reporters, contemptible liars one and all, would rather nail a cop
than a crook. Gil St. Sauver ran a soiled hanky across his brow.
“Take a look,” he said.

The police stepped aside. Two small bodies
lay at their feet. They were children. Grover Mudd had seen this
kind of death before. He felt the old ache stir in his back. He
shook it off, and his reporter’s eye gathered the facts. They were
stretched out on their backs and hog-tied at the ankles, their arms
at their sides. Their feet were still in the water, and small waves
made a slurping sound as they lapped over the heels. One of them
was missing his shoes. Their knickers were on straight, belts
pulled tight. The once-red hair on their Irish heads was coated
with sludge. Their eyes were swollen closed. Leeches sucked on
their necks.

“The only thing connecting their heads to
their shoulders is the skin,” St. Sauver told him. “If you pulled
real hard they’d probably come off. One of them is mongoloid,
though it’s impossible to tell which one right now. Looks like
they’ve been in the water for a week, maybe two. The one with no
shoes has broken legs. Really smashed. You can flop his feet around
just like his head. Somebody, or something, broke these kids like
matchsticks. The only thing I can figure out is that gorilla from
Omaha arrived early.”

“This is no gangland murder. This is
sick.”

“Brilliant observation, Mudd. I couldn’t
agree more.”

“Then who’s the gangster?”

“What gangster?”

“The gangster from Omaha?”

“No gangster, Mudd. A gorilla. A big monkey
with long arms and a hairy beer belly. Got a face like yours.
There’s something wrong with his dick so the Omaha Zoo pawned him
off on Como Zoo. Christ, the mayor’s sending half the force down to
the depot to meet him. The only reason I mention it is because this
reminds me of that Poe tale, ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue.’ It’s
hard to believe anything human did this.”

“Any leads?”

“The harbor patrolman says he chased a couple
of kids away from the tracks below the cliffs on the day they
disappeared, but he couldn’t tell us what they looked like. He
chases kids every day.”

A steamboat sounded its deep-toned whistle as
it rounded the bend in the muddy river and steered for the Lower
Landing. Boxcars smashed together in the train yard. Across the
lake, a great blue heron circled the trees above its nesting ground
before gracefully nestling in. Grover took a swipe at the flies and
thought of his own children sleeping in the sun on the banks of
Cross Lake during a northern vacation trip. He pulled a small
notebook and a stubby pencil from his hip pocket. “Who found
them?”

“Gunderson over there. Says he came down here
to take a leak, or something to that end.” St. Sauver slapped at
his face hard. “Damn mosquitoes are killing me.”

“Has the North Starbeen here yet?”

“They were here and gone. Where have you
been, stuck in your elevator again? Where’s your camera? Don’t you
want a picture of this? It looks like something the Frontier
Newswould slap on the front page—boost circulation, increase
advertising, save your dying asses.” Gil St. Sauver turned to the
fat detective with the beer. “Finish up here, Crumbs, then run them
down to Doc Bjorkland and see what he has to say. And get rid of
the suds before Mudd here starts taking pictures.”

“Ah, c’mon, Gil,” cried the cop they called
Crumbs, “it’s hotter than hell out here.”

Grover and St. Sauver walked back to the
cars. “So you’re the new assistant police chief. I can see you
command the full respect of your men. I heard you got a new office,
too. Overlooking Nina’s house.”

“If it’s the last thing I do before I retire,
I’ll fix Nina’s ass. You can quote me on that.”

Grover looked over his shoulder. “How did you
get stuck with Emil Gunderson?”

“Judge Parks said if he dragged one more
prisoner into his courtroom with the snot beat out of him he’d
throw him in jail. So they turned him over to me. My luck. I stuck
the dumb ox out here to patrol the sticks. Wouldn’t surprise me if
he murdered those kids.”

St. Sauver grabbed a copy of the Frontier
Newsfrom the front seat of his squad car while Grover pulled the
camera out of the Desoto. He checked the sun, then aimed the
Brownie at the cops standing over the bodies, making sure to keep
his distance. Crumbs downed his beer and pitched the bottle into
the lake. Gunderson pulled out his dick and aimed another piss at a
tree.

“No close-ups, Mudd?”

“You seem uncharacteristically riled today,
St. Sauver.”

“You don’t think two murdered children riles
me?”

Grover waited for Gunderson to zip up; then
he snapped a picture and advanced the film. “I think it was about
seven years ago, wasn’t it? Two cops, ambushed while on duty at
Laurel and St. Albans. The car with the killers sped off. You never
solved that crime. Two of your own. And over the next eighteen
months twelve more murders went unsolved. It’s been seven years now
and dead bodies are turning up around town about once a month. Last
month it was a cop in South St. Paul, this month it’s a couple of
boys in Pig’s Eye.”

“Last night I picked your paper out of the
trash can, flipped to the back and found ‘Grover’s Corner.’” He
showed him the article. “‘New Police Promotions Big Joke,’ by
Grover Mudd. I’ve got a nice family. Do you think they enjoy
reading this stuff ? Do you have fun writing it?”

“How long have you been a cop in this
city?”

“Twenty-one years.”

“And how many police chiefs have you served
under, not counting O’Connor?”

“Twenty-four.”

“Including your father.”

“Watch it, Mudd.”

“About one a year. And now we have another
one. The real gut-buster is that all these police chiefs can’t be
fired, they’re only required to take a step down. We’ve got more
ex-police chiefs than most towns have police.” Grover moved away
and looked for a better angle.

“That’s only one of the problems, Mudd. Why
don’t you tell the few readers you have left the real
problems?”

“And what are the real problems?”

“The real problem is that in the midst of a
crime wave the Ramsey County prosecutor’s office has only one
investigator. That’s like trying to combat this heat wave with one
fan. The real problem, newspaperman, is a law that prevents police
from confiscating guns unless we can prove they were intended to be
used in a criminal act. That includes machine guns, handguns, and
sawed-off shotguns. Did you know, if a doctor treats a man for a
gunshot wound he doesn’t have to report it? Not in this state. Why
don’t you write about that? And another thing, scoop, you’ve got a
real mean typewriter when it comes to chewing up city officials,
but what about gangsters? Why is it we never see their names in
‘Grover’s Corner,’ until they’re good and dead? What’s the matter,
big shot, don’t you know what they look like? They look a lot like
you. Better dressed.”

“Gangsters aren’t the cause. They’re the
result. It’s hard to have an underworld without an overworld.”

“You’re a two-bit rumormonger for a dying
newspaper. Stillwater’s prison rag has more credibility.”

Grover laughed. “This two-bit rumormonger
heard a great rumor the other day. Gil St. Sauver is going to run
for public safety commissioner next spring. Comment?”

“Things are going to change in this
town.”

“Yeah. We’ve heard it twenty-four times in
the last twenty-one years.”

“Go to hell, Mudd.”

“You’re the second person to tell me that
today.” Grover walked back to the car and threw the camera in the
window. He climbed behind the wheel and gunned the engine, whipped
a U-turn, swerved back into the ruts, and bounced out of the
bog.

Assistant Chief St. Sauver smashed a mosquito
between his palms.


Saint Steff

 


Special Agent Steff Koslowski walked out of the
Federal Building in Sioux Falls with his new marching orders: Go to
St. Paul. The sun beat down on South Dakota like no place he had
ever been before. The wind was constant, and the fine dirt it
swirled filthied his face and irritated his nostrils. At night
thunderstorms rolled in and muddied the streets. At dawn the sun
and wind were back. By noon the dust was back. God, how he longed
for the old Polish neighborhood, where a cool clean breeze blew in
off the lake and children sold nectar on the street corner. Sure,
Chicago had its share of bad weather, but in Chicago a guy could
bellyache about it, get up a good head of steam and blame it on
somebody. He tossed his coat in the black Ford and rolled up his
sleeves. Nobody bellyached in South Dakota. They made brilliant
observations:

“Kinda windy.”

“Gonna be bad don’t get some rain soon.”

“Too much rain ruins the fields.”

His Illinois education had not prepared his
ears for this three-week onslaught of platitudes followed by
bromides, spoken in some of the most insipid voices imaginable. He
cursed the bank robbers who’d brought him here.

Steff reached across the front seat and
grabbed a screwdriver from the doorless glove compartment. He
popped open the hood of the car and looked around for help.
Downtown Sioux Falls was a joke. The Federal Building was the
tallest thing in town. Three stories.

Across the street a forlorn farmer was
propping up a drugstore with his elbow. He had a sunburned crew cut
on top of a red, pocked face. His bib overalls were grimy gray and
the T-shirt he was wearing might have been white once. Steff waved
him over.

“Gonna be a windy one,” the farmer
announced.

“You bet,” said Steff. “Going to be bad if we
don’t get some rain.”

“Too much rain ruins the fields.”

“You bet,” agreed Steff. It was too bad he
was leaving, having mastered their native tongue. “I want you to
take this screwdriver and stick it in the carburetor like so.” He
demonstrated the procedure. “Car won’t start without it.” He handed
the screwdriver to the farmer.

“Your car?”

“No. Government car.”

“Government man?”

“Yes, I am. Department of Justice.
Investigation bureau.”

“J. Edgar Hoover?”

“My boss.” The little dictator. Steff crawled
into the car and pulled a second screwdriver from the glove
compartment. He wished the dog-faced director were with him now,
trying to start a five-year-old Ford with a pair of screwdrivers so
he could chase down gangsters in their new Chryslers and
Terraplanes with twelve-cylinder engines, steel windows, and
detailed road maps of every back road in America. The gangsters
shot their way into the twentieth century while law enforcement
wallowed aimlessly in the nineteenth. Teamwork, J. Edgar told
them, teamwork will get the job done every time. What a team,
Special Agent Steff Koslowski and a nameless Sioux Falls farmer. He
jammed the screwdriver in the ignition and stomped on the starter.
The engine burped. He pumped the gas. The engine turned over,
burped again, then caught.

“Started right up,” the farmer said as Steff
collected the tools and closed the hood.

“Teamwork.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing,” answered Steff hopelessly.
“Appreciate your help.”

“Welcome.” The farmer turned his head to the
sky and walked away. “’Nother windy one,” he muttered.

Steff stood at the door of the Ford and
looked at the Federal Building for what he hoped would be the last
time. Like most of the buildings in Sioux Falls it was constructed
of Sioux quartzite and had a pinkish tone to it. The density of the
rock resulted from cementation and compaction and made it virtually
erosion proof. To prove it, townspeople would proudly point to the
everlasting falls that had been flowing over the quartzite for ten
thousand years. That meant when Chicago was lost forever, when Lake
Michigan had swallowed the waterfront and fires erased the great
ethnic neighborhoods and the wind claimed the last of the streets,
pinkish Sioux Falls, South Dakota, would still be standing,
celebrating its ten-thousandth birthday. The thought of it soured
Steff ’s stomach. He jumped behind the wheel, curbed a U-turn, and
drove up to Minnesota Street, where he headed out of town.

Steff Koslowski came from a police family.
His grandfather still walked a beat, and his father, now in private
practice, had been a Depart ment of Justice investigator and a
member of the famous “Untouchables” who rid Chicago of Al Capone
and other gangs. Besides training under his own elders, Steff had
studied at the University of Chicago School of Police
Administration and the Police School of Northwestern University. By
the time he was twenty-two years old he knew more about police
methods than even his father did. He was an electrical wizard, but
they scoffed at his ideas. He was one of the few men in the world
who could operate the lie-detector machine, but the machine was not
trusted. When J. Edgar Hoover launched his recruiting drive for a
federal police force that would break new ground against crime, the
precocious detective from Chicago was ready to be plucked. He was
then twenty-five years old.

Mr. Hoover had men like Steff Koslowski in
mind when he wrote the book on qualifications. A Hoover man must
come from a good family and have an outstanding scholastic record
with a degree in law or accounting. A Hoover man must be physically
fit and respectably handsome, like fair-haired, square-jawed Steff
Koslowski, with his six-foot frame and well-trimmed poundage. He
must dress in a professional manner. He should be single, his only
love the Department of Justice. He must be a team player. This so
J. Edgar Hoover and his team of Steff Koslowskis could chase down
the conniving, cold-hearted, glorified scum that threatened the
American way.

Steff drove past Firehouse Number One and
prayed the brakes would hold as Minnesota Street began its
precipitous drop.

He had been with the bureau two disappointing
years now. He had yet to fire his gun, he had not captured anybody
on the Most Wanted List, and if the federal bureau was modernizing
he did not feel a part of it. Then he was ordered from Chicago to
Sioux Falls to investigate a bank robbery.

Steff decided to make a suggestion. Surely
Director Hoover was open to suggestions. He worked on the letter
for a week. When he was satisfied with its simplicity and clarity,
he mailed it to the director in Washington. The letter basically
suggested that his unique skills were being wasted. The reply came
two weeks later: Go to St. Paul.

At the foot of the hill was the Minnehaha
County Courthouse with a four-sided clock carved into its tower.
Steff noted the time. It would be six hours to St. Paul. The street
bottomed out. He put his foot to the gas, leaned back, and began to
ascend the pernicious Minnesota Hill. Facing a forty-five-degree
angle and slowly inching his way up the only mountain in Sioux
Falls, Steff found himself once again gazing at Saint Joseph’s
Cathedral. The big beautiful church seemed out of place in South
Dakota, but he found it comforting. He admired the mystic watch it
kept over the town. As Steff neared the crest, it finally struck
him: Saint Joseph’s Cathedral belonged in Chicago. It was
homesickness he felt whenever he saw it. He tried to put the gas
pedal through the floor. The car chugged upward, while far below
the raging falls of the Big Sioux River flowed over the quartzite
and roared past the John Morrell Packing Plant.

At the top of the hill, at the state
penitentiary, the old Ford leveled off with a cough from the
carburetor, and Special Agent Steff Koslowski left Sioux Falls
behind. He headed into no-man’s-land where the pavement surrendered
to the dust. What road he could find was his. He rested his wrist
on the wheel and bounced east, past decaying barns and farm homes
that were home only to the wind. The clouds of dirt he raised made
the mirrors useless, but it did not matter; he knew what was back
there. Dust. Dust, where cornfields were supposed to be knee-high
by the Fourth of July. Dust, where golden rows of wheat were
supposed to grow. Everywhere he looked, amber waves of dust.
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