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			“For twenty years [he] raced and gambled, philandered with the prettiest girls, danced, ate in the most expensive restaurants, and dressed beautifully. He always looked as if he had just stepped out of a bandbox.”

			—W. Somerset Maugham,
“The Ant and the Grasshopper”



			band’•box’ (bănd’bŏks’), n. A neat box of pasteboard or thin wood, usually cylindrical, for holding light articles of attire, orig. for the bands [clerical collars] of the 17th century. Also, attrib., flimsy; unsubstantial; as, a bandbox reputation.

			—Webster’s New International Dictionary,
2nd ed.
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			About the Author

		

	
		1

		Cuddles Houlihan got clipped by the vodka bottle as it exited the pneumatic tube.

		“Goddammit!”

		The cry of pain that filled the office came not from Cuddles, whose head still lay asleep on his desk, but from the tube. Its ultimate source was the office of Joe Harris, the editor-in-chief. At this late, sozzled hour, Harris had mistakenly fed the interoffice mail chute not the translucent canister containing his angry communication to Cuddles, but the still-half-full, six-dollar quart of hooch he was regularly supplied with by the countess in the fact-checking department.

		Harris glowered for several seconds at the undispatched canister, before giving in to the impulse to open it up and look once more at what had enraged him in the first place: a photograph of Leopold and Loeb, smiling, each with an arm around the other, perched on the edge of an upper bunk in the Joliet State Prison, both of them avidly regarding the latest issue of Bandbox. The thrill killers held it open with their free hands, like a box of candy they were sharing on a back-porch swing.

		Would make a great ad, said the inked message on the back of the photograph, whose bold penmanship Harris recognized as belonging to Jimmy Gordon, up until eight months ago his best senior editor here at Bandbox. “I think of you as a bastard son,” he’d once told Jimmy in a burst of bibulous sentiment. Now, as editor-in-chief of Cutaway, the younger man was his head-to-head, hand-to-throat, competition. If Harris didn’t think of something, this picture of those two murderous fairies reading Bandbox—the magazine that had made goddamn Jimmy Gordon, and remade Jehoshaphat Harris—would be plastered to the side of every double-decker bus crawling up Fifth Avenue.

		Rummaging his bottom drawer for another quart of vodka, Harris—a great curator of his own life story—managed to consider, yet again, with prideful amazement, how only five years had passed since Hiram Oldcastle, the publisher, had said, “You want it? It’s yours,” giving him the Bandbox job as if it were the keys to a jalopy. “An overpriced rag for overaged pansies,” Oldcastle had called the dying men’s fashion book, which had somehow never evolved out of the tintyped, stiff-collared days of McKinley. Harris would be the magazine’s last chance before Oldcastle killed the sclerotic monthly and concentrated on his more robust publications, like Pinafore, for the “young miss”—edited by Harris’s girlfriend, Betty Divine—and the shelter book, Manse.

		“Give me six months,” Harris had said.

		“Take a year,” Oldcastle had replied, sounding almost guilty about the eagerness with which the new editor wanted to take charge.

		It took Harris one business quarter to bring Bandbox to life, to hit upon a formula that lured young men and advertisers back to a magazine no one had paid attention to for years. He kept the fashion—even made it fashionable—then butched up the rest of the production, adding a slew of stylish articles about all the sports, politics, crime, money, and movies that went into the current age’s cocktail. Newsstand buyers and subscribers were now deciding they craved the camel-hair coat on page 46 just as much as they needed to sleep with the screen siren or buy the radio stock described a few pages away. The table of contents might sometimes seem a tasteless whipsaw—

		“New Hope for the Shell-Shocked” sitting right above “Look Terrific for Under Two Hundred”—but the magazine’s turnaround had been so successful that by the spring of last year, Condé Nast decided he could not leave a whole new field to his usually more downmarket competitor, Oldcastle. Last March he had announced the start-up of Cutaway, exactly the sort of clothes-and-journalism book Harris had concocted; and on April 30, he had named Jimmy Gordon its editor.

		Jimmy Gordon: who had brought in most of Harris’s expensive new writers; who had three bad story ideas for every good one, but so many of each that, with Harris as a filter, every issue of Bandbox still abounded with first-rate stuff. Jimmy Gordon, who was now stealing not only Harris’s formula but every keister not nailed down to the swivel chairs here on the fourteenth floor of the Graybar Building. He’d pried away three of his old writers, a photographer, and two production assistants, and had even made a run at Mrs. Zimmerman, the receptionist. But the real prize for Jimmy was Harris’s readers and advertisers, whom he would surely keep wooing away if he managed, with stunts like this Leopold and Loeb picture, to undo the makeover of Bandbox. Things could turn around so quickly—hadn’t Harris himself proved it?—that the older editor would be left with a shrunken subscriber base consisting chiefly of the perfumed boys you saw gazing at each other across the tables of the Jewel cafeteria.

		Hazel Snow buzzed Harris from the outer office.

		“It’s a bad time!” he shouted.

		Hazel ignored him. “Mr. Lord and Miss O’Grady here to see you,” she said, indifferent to anything but her desire to go home. Through the intercom Harris could hear the squeaky sound of Hazel putting on her galoshes.

		“You picked the worst possible moment!” he shouted to Richard Lord and Nan O’Grady once Hazel had ushered them in.

		The English art and fashion director looked at his expensive shoes, still unscuffed at this late hour, and whispered, “It’s about Lindstrom, I’m afraid.”

		“What about him?” Harris asked, in a voice that made plain, for all its volume, that he would rather know nothing new concerning Waldo Lindstrom, the handsomest young man in New York, and Bandbox’s most frequent cover model now that photographs were replacing illustrations. Harris would be more receptive to tidings of this Adonis were Lindstrom not also an omnisexual cocaine addict who had escaped from the Kansas State Penitentiary a few years ago at the age of twenty, and whose work for Oldcastle Publications depended on frequent payments from Harris to the NYPD’s vice squad.

		“He never showed up,” murmured Lord, while he adjusted the two points of his breast-pocket handkerchief.

		“Find his pusher!” bellowed Harris. “Call the morgue! Why are you bothering me? And why are you bothering me?” he continued, turning his eyes and anger to Nan O’Grady, the copy chief, whose lower lip had begun to tremble. A tear wobbled in the lower reaches of her left eye, ready to drip down her powdered cheek and cut a line that would run parallel to her straight red hair.

		“It’s Mr. Stanwick’s piece on Arnold Rothstein.”

		Max Stanwick, a successful writer of hard-boiled mystery novels, now also wrote features for Bandbox on the nation’s ever-burgeoning crime wave. The fact-checkers sometimes muttered that he had made no discernible shift from the methods of his old genre to those of nonfiction, but Stanwick’s pieces were immensely popular and the occasion for some of Harris’s more memorable cover lines: LEND ME YOUR EARS had announced Max’s recent report on a spate of loan-sharking mutilations in Detroit. Harris trembled at the thought of losing him to Jimmy Gordon, who had brought him to Bandbox in the first place.

		“And what’s the problem with Stanwick, Miss O’Grady? Some people in his piece saying ‘who’ instead of ‘whom’? They’re gangsters, Irish.”

		Nan, who until two years ago had edited lady novelists at Scribner’s, and who had taken this better-paying job to help support the mother she lived with out in Woodside, forced her lower lip to stiffen. The tear in her left eye sank backwards without spilling. She glared at her boss. “It’s not a question of subject versus object, Mr. Harris. It’s a question of … schvantz.” She pronounced it with the lilting precision of a lieder singer.

		“Whose schvantz?” Harris wanted to know.

		“Mr. Rothstein’s, apparently.”

		Harris hesitated for only a second. “Well, keep it in!”

		Nan, her lower lip now fully retracted, held her ground. “I assure you that it’s in no known style book, and I guarantee you that within a week of publication, a half-dozen of your precious advertisers will have protested its use in—”

		“More schvantzes all around!” cried Harris, suddenly on his feet. “And the balls to go with them! This is a men’s magazine! Out! And close the door behind you!”

		After Harris watched a trio of departing forms—Hazel’s among them—through the frosted glass of his door, he allowed himself to sit back down and light a cigar. He looked out the fourteenth-floor windows of his corner office to the vertical world aborning all around him. The Bowery Savings Bank loomed in the southeast, and a few streets over, close to the river, he could see the absurd new towers of Tudor City, in whose tiny apartments his aging pals had taken to stashing their chorines and tootsies. Directly across Lexington Avenue, and also one block south, squares of earth were roped off for the great excavations now sprouting the Chrysler and Chanin buildings.

		It all made Harris dizzy. From his long-ago days on the Newburgh Messenger until this past fall, when Oldcastle had moved the company a few blocks up from its old quarters and into the gleaming new Graybar, Harris had always climbed a single flight of stairs to reach his job. Now every morning and evening his stomach endured the fast jumps and drops of the Graybar’s elevator, the trip made worse if he happened to be sharing the car with Jimmy Gordon, who’d be on his way to and from the Graybar’s fanciest floor—reserved by Condé Nast even before the building went up, thus exciting Oldcastle’s competitive relocation.

		Harris took a gulp of the countess’s hooch and opened up the Evening Graphic to a cartoon panel above the “Aviation News” column, a few square inches he liked to settle into for a moment or two each evening as the clouds began turning pink outside his skyscraping aerie. Tonight—January 13, 1928—“New York’s Gas Lit Life” featured the sketch of a buxom “stagestruck damsel,” a young Lillian Russell type, auditioning for a well-fed theatrical manager. Little more than her parasol and bloomers shielded her ample virtues.

		Harris sighed, recalling the days of his youth, the long-ago eighties and nineties, an era before big trenchermen had ever heard of exercise and before bosoms had deflated to the pitiful boyish protuberances on modern girls like Hazel Snow. He closed his eyes and, for a few seconds, took himself back to summer nights alive with the tootlings of oompah bands instead of the discordant, mystifying notes of jazz; to the orating politician’s thrilling cry for free silver instead of Everyman’s current pursuit of ubiquitous easy money.

		Harris was sixty years old and, in truth, as much a throwback to the age of McKinley as the old Bandbox had been. But in order to sustain his reanimating magic, he had to keep current with all the flat chests and blues singers and tennis champions driving this frantic new age into which he’d outlived himself. If only he could bring himself to leave the game, gracefully conclude his career by editing Knife and Fork, Oldcastle’s food magazine, for a couple of years. All he’d have to do for each month’s cover was find a good-looking pork chop or strawberry cake, neither of which, unlike Waldo Lindstrom, would have a cocaine habit.

		But the setting sun chose this moment to catch a silver cigarette case near the edge of Harris’s desk. The case’s inscription—JEHOSHAPHAT HARRIS, EDITOR OF THE YEAR, 1927—glinted upwards into his still-clear, still-avid eyes, reminding him of his greatest moment. It had come only last year, from the Gotham Magazine Editors Association, whose GME Awards—the Gimmes, to those in the trade—still stirred Harris’s competitive juices to an almost indecent degree for a man of his age and at-last-recognized achievements.

		No, this was not going to be Jimmy Gordon’s year. In fact, so long as there was anything he could do about it, Jimmy Gordon’s year would forever fall somewhere on the calendar between yesterday and never. Harris threw the Graphic into his leather wastebasket and grabbed the photograph of Leopold and Loeb. Beneath Jimmy’s taunt he underlined his own inscription, the brief directive he had scrawled before dispatching the wrong cylinder through the pneumatic tube to Houlihan: Take care of this.

		He at last succeeded in sending the picture on its way. Once he heard the cylinder’s distant thunk, he rose from his chair and put on his hat.

	
		2

		Loyalty was Becky Walter’s strong suit. No longer secretary to Cuddles Houlihan, she nonetheless darted into his office once she heard him coming to with a low moan. Taking note of his already-rising shiner, Becky opened the window and scooped up a handful of snow from the fourteenth-floor ledge. “Here,” she said, gently pressing it against Cuddles’ eye. The city was in the sixth day of a terrible cold snap, and a rush of air through the open window furthered his revival.

		Becky noted how, with his remaining open eye, Cuddles had begun giving her “the look,” that moony, lovesick one, which, even at half-strength, bothered her. For her first four years out of Wells College—until six months ago, when Joe Harris gave her a staff writer’s slot, covering movie stars, and even a few on Broadway—Becky had been Cuddles’ Girl Friday and the object of his gentlemanly but still quite evident affections. It was proving as difficult to graduate from this latter role as it had been to climb two notches up the masthead. So, seeing the Cyclops version of the look, she turned her head away, a small movement that brought her gaze to the vodka bottle lying on Cuddles’ blotter. She frowned.

		“I don’t know where it came from,” he said. “Honest injun.”

		Becky had heard this song before, but Cuddles, in his usual near-murmur, persisted through a complicated alibi. “I was at the Palace all afternoon, talking to Doc Cook and Morris, seeing if we could work up some new angle—‘Elevator Boys Tell of Vaude Stars’ Ups and Downs’—something like that, anyway. But I only came away with a sick feeling. Do you know they’ve put an electric piano in the lobby? The Palace—having to lure people in off the streets! They’ve started keeping the doors open so the passing parade will hear the music and come in from the sidewalk. Jesus, Becky, they’re going to be booking radio acts before the year is out.”

		After a dozen fat blots on his copybook, Cuddles’ turf had been reduced by Harris to little more than the ever-shrinking vaudeville beat. But as she lifted the snow from his eye and repacked it into a linen handkerchief, Becky doubted her old boss’s alibi. She could hear him fleshing out this tale of his afternoon with just enough specifics to make it seem real. She wondered if Cuddles hadn’t really been to Manking, their old Times Square Chinese restaurant, a place so inauthentically awful it couldn’t even transliterate the name of the city whose cuisine it claimed to be serving. Two of the waiters were actually Japanese and kept a bottle of sake around for Mista Hoorihan and his young lady friend when they arrived for those dozens of three-hour lunches during which Cuddles gave her the lowdown on the magazine business and life, and, as their first year together turned into the second, gave her, more and more intently, the look.

		“Ouch,” cried Cuddles, upon Becky’s reapplication of the snowpack. His small protest raised in her the same tender feelings she used to experience when, past three o’clock, she would try to get up from the booth at Manking, and he’d say, “Don’t go,” lest he have to return to the office and Jehoshaphat Harris’s increasingly baleful stare.

		After two years turned into three and then four, Cuddles finally arranged her promotion as the best thing for them both. Since then, Becky had felt like a creature released into the wild, sometimes wondering whether it wouldn’t be easier to continue suffering Cuddles’ overage calf love than to hunt down stories to feed the bulldog—namely, Harris.

		“Do you know that Oh, Kay! closes this weekend?” asked Cuddles, who knew he was going to steal Becky’s linen handkerchief once its anti-inflammatory work was done. “You call yourself our Broadway correspondent, and I’ll bet you’ve never seen it. Why don’t you let me get two comps for tomorrow night?”

		Becky, now mopping up the inside of the windowsill, didn’t answer.

		“I suppose you’ve got plans with the monk,” said Cuddles.

		Becky turned and frowned, and started to say “medievalist,” the proper title of her boyfriend, a Columbia Ph.D. candidate with a job at the Cloisters. But she had corrected Cuddles on this matter a dozen times before and had recently pledged herself to the avoidance of any further banter about Daniel.

		“Why don’t you concentrate on not getting canned?” she replied.

		“I suppose I’d better look at this,” he said, nodding at the pneumatic canister that had arrived on his desk sometime after the vodka bottle. He opened it up, looked at the photograph, and groaned at the message in Jimmy Gordon’s big handwriting. He handed the picture to Becky.

		“Oh my God,” she said. “Why you? Why doesn’t he make Spilkes handle this?”

		Norman Spilkes, the managing editor who used to work for AT&T, had brought a certain smooth efficiency to the month-by-month running of Harris’s great makeover.

		“ ’Phat’s deepest reflexes are twitching,” said Cuddles, who now comprehended the origin of the vodka bottle. “During yesteryear’s crises I was his right-hand man. Comrade Stoli was always on the left.”

		Becky noticed that, despite the snowpack, Cuddles’ shiner was turning into a deep purple bull’s-eye against his small, boyish features and still prematurely gray hair. The strategy of his little mustache, grown long ago in an effort to look older, now seemed telltale and obvious; it made the forty-six-year-old Aloysius Houlihan a living spectre of his endearing, quenched youth. The slight limp, which had kept him out of the war, now also seemed a faded adolescent charm, like a stammer; fewer and fewer people knew that this by-now-consummate New Yorker had acquired it when a wheel on his parents’ wagon had accidentally rolled over him during a pilgrimage between Salt Lake City and some Utah holy site. Cuddles had been raised a strict Mormon in the 1890s, grandson of an upstate Irishman who’d joined the westward trek of Brigham Young.

		“I’m going to get some actual ice,” said Becky, who on her way out of the room inserted the thrill killers’ photo back into the canister: better to take it with her, lest Cuddles attend to it in ill-considered haste. She made her way through the fourteenth floor’s warren of offices, most of which had their doors open, toward the distant icebox. The little chains on the overhead lights had been pulled on during the past half-hour, but their illumination couldn’t really bleach the dark blue twilight that was pouring through the windows and giving the floor a peaceful, almost eternal feeling, so at odds with the nerve-wracked perishability of the product produced on it.

		When Becky passed the open office of darkly handsome Stuart Newman, author of “The Bachelor’s Life” column, she gave a thin smile and picked up her pace. Melancholy and priapic, Newman had dated almost every girl at Bandbox and nearly half the ones at Pinafore. He was the sort of man women liked to think they could change—could make, in his case, less brooding and less of a sex hound. Newman liked Becky—everyone did—though his most deeply buried, unrealized affection was probably for the crisply mannered Nan O’Grady, whose paper cuffs seemed to ward him off the way a surgeon’s gloves guarded against germs. A girl who might, deep down, dislike him as much as he disliked himself didn’t come along every day, and if Newman gave himself half a chance, he might yet get almost serious about her.

		But Newman’s biggest problem lay in his already being reformed, in one respect. A once-serious drinker, prone to blackouts and brawls that threatened to leave his Olympian face looking like a palooka’s, he had two years ago gone off the sauce. Newman was now the only entirely sober man at the magazine, and abstinence of any kind made Harris nervous. Newman gave his boss the creeps whenever he went in to get next month’s column idea approved and asked for ginger ale once Harris invited him to pull up a chair. The editor-in-chief’s discomfort would soon kill the conversation, and the two of them would just sit there, listening to the fizz in Newman’s Canada Dry until Harris threw him out.

		Newman’s dark side gave him a certain good sense when it came to office politics, but Becky, passing his door, decided that she couldn’t let this tempest out of its pneumatic teapot without putting Cuddles at risk. For all she knew, solving this sordid little problem was his last chance to save his job. So she continued down the corridor, past the Copy Department, wherein Nan and Allen Case were beavering over Max Stanwick’s galleys.

		“In graf six,” Allen inquired in his soft stutter. “Rothstein’s sh-shoe size has been changed?”

		“The countess adjusted it upwards from eleven to thirteen.” Nan rolled her eyes.

		“S-source?” asked Case.

		“Personal knowledge,” answered Nan. No one would think of questioning Daisy DiDonna on such a matter; if she said Rothstein trod the earth in thirteens, it was because she had, on at least one night, unlaced them herself. Stanwick’s piece made no direct reference to the size of the gangster’s now-sanctioned schvantz, but the astute reader had only to travel up Rothstein’s socks and garters to make an inference from his footwear.

		Now beyond Copy’s door, Becky didn’t see Allen Case, who had just made the shoe-schvantz connection, blush to the top of his already receding hairline. Painfully shy, painfully thin, and astronomically farsighted, Allen was even more a fish out of water here than his supervisor, Nan. The formative influence upon his life had been a photograph he’d seen at twelve years old of a horse lying dead on the Somme battlefield. Since then he had been a passionate vegetarian and reader of Shavian pamphlets. Each morning, after saying goodbye to his pet bunny rabbit, Sugar, Allen left his room on Cornelia Street, shutting his eyes until he got past the pork butcher that lay between his apartment house and the subway. He carried with him a lunch of dried fruit and zwieback toast, in addition to his flawless grammar.

		Nan wouldn’t allow the office hearties to tease him about his lack of a girlfriend or his thinning, unbrilliantined hair. She protected him, not just out of kindness, but because he wrote like a dream. Allen could not only activate a writer’s verbs and resolder his infinitives; he could also, when a piece came in a few lines under, create sentences in the voice and style of whichever scribe’s prose had just crossed his desk. It amazed Nan to see him perform these ventriloquial feats, to become Stuart Newman or Max Stanwick or David Fine, just as completely as he entered the souls of horses on the street and cats in the pet-shop windows. In the course of a lunchtime walk with him, Allen would endow the poor creatures with anthropomorphic names and life stories that seemed less charming than eerily real.

		Finally at the icebox, Becky chipped off what remained of the morning block, while she eyed the countess in the Research Department’s bull pen. Its lack of privacy hardly bothered Daisy DiDonna, herself a rite de passage for the boys at the magazine just as surely as Newman was for the girls. Becky put Daisy’s age at forty-five, though you’d never guess it from her still-nifty figure and too-tight dresses. Born Daisy Glazer, she’d been a young divorcée at the start of the war; by its end she was the Countess DiDonna, having gone off to Italy and married the seventeen-year-old Count Antonio DiDonna, a delicate asthmatic half her age. When he died in 1920, Daisy got the title; the count’s mother got the villa, as well as several injunctions against Daisy, who made a little splash, upon her return stateside, with My Antonio, a steamily lyrical memoir excerpted in Vanity Fair back in ’24.

		She had met Harris in an elevator that year, not long after he’d taken over Bandbox. She handed him one of her vellum calling cards, put her face the four inches she always deemed the appropriate distance to be kept from any male visage, and said hello with the sweet suggestive breathiness that could de-ice a windshield on even a night like this. He had hired her on the spot, though she couldn’t write (My Antonio had been ghosted by one of Nan O’Grady’s lady novelists at Scribner’s) and had appalling gaps in the common knowledge required by anyone in the Research Department, which is where Harris put her. Only two months ago, when checking a story about how Governor Smith could be expected to try for the presidential “brass ring” in ’28, Daisy had called the White House to make sure each new chief executive was indeed given this piece of commemorative jewelry. But on matters like which tomato belonged to which Tammany sachem, which Black Sox ballplayer still had his money, and what size shoes were under the bed in Arnold Rothstein’s apartment at 912 Fifth Avenue, Daisy was unbeatable.

		“What have you got there?” asked Chip Brzezinski.

		“Jeepers!” cried Becky, wheeling around so fast she sprayed some flakes of ice onto his shirt. “You scared me.” When she saw him looking through the clear tube with something like recognition, she quickly added, “Nothing,” and walked away, chilled with the realization that Chip Brzezinski, another of the magazine’s fact-checkers, knew about this photo. She double-timed it back to Cuddles’ office, worrying all the way about Brzezinski, who was known as the Wood Chipper, because of his smart mouth and reputed sexual prowess. A tough Chicago kid who’d hauled papers and ice and been knocked around by his old man way past what was normal, the already-balding Chip lived over on Ninth Avenue and mostly dated dance-hall hostesses and cashiers instead of the nice girls here and at Pinafore. No woman thought she could reform Chip, though his initiation period with Daisy had lasted longer than was customary, at Daisy’s request.

		Since Jimmy left, Chip had been moaning about his general underappreciation and blocked ascent. For a while he’d been given little fashion squibs to report and write, but now he was back to full-time fact-checking. He made no secret of how he would love to leave this place for Cutaway. So what’s stopping you? was the retort everyone from Hazel Snow up to Spilkes made when he started whining. Becky, darting past Nan’s door and then Stuart’s, now felt pretty sure she knew what was stopping him, at least for the moment: Jimmy Gordon was keeping Brzezinski here as a spy. When he delivered, he would get his reward: a job halfway up the Cutaway masthead.

		“Here,” she said, allowing her hand with the cup of ice to precede the rest of her into Cuddles’ office. But he didn’t hear her; he was gone again—not out cold, just fast asleep. Putting down the ice, but holding on to the canister, Becky shook her head in silent sorrow over this man who knew more about music and books and politics than anyone else on the floor; who had given Puck and Judge most of their sparkle during the ten years he’d worked at each; who’d been Harris’s first hire; and who these days, having lost all clout and ambition, lay snoozing with his head atop a pile of the form rejection letters he had recently managed to stencil. Cuddles now affixed a combination of Bartleby and Coolidge to whatever submissions he received each day and returned unread: “I do not choose to run your piece in 1928.”

		At a loss, thinking about how Cuddles was now up against both Harris’s wrath and the horrid little wiles of the Wood Chipper, Becky looked out the window and considered just tossing Leopold and Loeb the fourteen floors down to Lexington Avenue. It was no more than they’d deserved in the first place.
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		“And you’re letting Houlihan take care of this?” asked David Fine. He took a sip of grappa, his and Harris’s after-dinner usual here at Malocchio.

		“Could it really wind up on a bus?” asked the editor-in-chief.

		“Are you kidding?” answered his food columnist and confidant. “Are you the only guy in New York who hasn’t seen this?” He reached under the table for the Daily News, whose front page roared with the image of Ruth Snyder at the instant of her electrocution in Sing Sing. Late last night the paper’s photographer had strapped a camera under his pants leg, raising it at just the moment the screws pulled the switch. “You think the guy who took this picture is going to get a summons? Forget about it—he’s going to get a prize.”

		Harris cringed at this sight of the blindfolded, husband-killing cutie, who’d been the subject of two Bandbox pieces by Max Stanwick: if the kiddies could buy a picture of Ruth’s sizzling flesh on their way to school, Leopold and Loeb ought to be riding the side of a private bus any morning now. Noticing for the first time that it was Friday the thirteenth, Harris realized he was jumping one more watershed in the age of You Ain’t Heard Nothin’ Yet. He’d only managed to get Jolson himself onto the pages of Bandbox—in blackface and white tie—a month after The Jazz Singer opened last fall, which was really a month too late. Talking pictures were one more thing he now had to understand and keep track of. To Harris, it seemed more like the age of You’ve Heard Too Much Already.

		Fine lacked anything more to say. The two men put the newspaper aside and returned to their grappa as the restaurant violinist launched into “Sometimes I’m Happy.” Had David Fine composed the lyrics for this new tune, he would have made its next line “But more often I’m not.” It was Fine, chronically certain of his underappreciation by others, who usually got his reassurance and perspective from Joe Harris.

		He had grown up in Philadelphia and come to New York in 1898 to cover baseball and the horses for the Brooklyn Eagle. Two decades later, fleeing a misguided engagement to a jockey’s daughter, the thirty-seven-year-old bachelor enlisted in the army and wound up winning a Bronze Star at Belleau Wood. Overseas, Fine had cultivated a taste for wine and food, subjects the Eagle had no desire to see him write about once he returned to America. So he went to work as the sommelier for Giovanni Roma at the then-brand-new Malocchio.

		It was here that he’d met Joe Harris in ’23, when the editor was just assuming control of both Bandbox and his regular corner table. Fine had, in more or less the same breath, said something to Joe about Christy Mathewson’s fastball and a 1912 cabernet, and the editor had decided he was a man of parts. Within a month, Fine was writing “The Groaning Board”—his column about food and drink and anything else on his disappointment-prone mind. Bandbox staffers called the column “Fine Whines,” but Fine’s cranky, suspicious voice became immediately popular with readers, who liked the humor, intentional and otherwise, in almost everything he wrote. Harris felt sure Fine would eventually bring in a GME; he’d already attracted enough new subscribers that the editor was happy to put up with his constant complaints about being poorly paid; cheated by a cabdriver; snubbed by his landlady; stood up by a date. Now forty-eight, Fine lived alone in Brooklyn and occasionally went out with one of the secretaries at the magazine, but his real romance was with his expense account, upon which Harris instructed the bookkeeper to put no significant limits, even when Fine failed to write a single word about some foreign clime he’d just spent two weeks eating his way through.

		“So you haven’t told me,” he now implored Harris, who was sneaking another look at Ruth Snyder. “ ‘Williamsburg versus Williamsburg’?”

		“Yeah,” said Harris. “Do it. It’s good.” The editor knew that it would be more than good, that a Fine column comparing the Brooklyn neighborhood and the Virginia home of William and Mary—popovers versus blintzes; college titles beside Yiddish nicknames; burgesses competing with rabbis—would be a hit with readers and maybe even the GME committee. “Spend whatever it takes,” said Harris. “And take as long as you have to.”

		He began the slow process of lighting his cigar. Looking through the flame as it bobbed up and down a half-dozen times, he noticed some RCA executives and then Mayor Walker and then Horace Liveright, the party-giving publisher, all at tables less prominent than his own. His berth was reimbursement for the business Bandbox had been bringing Malocchio these past five years. Harris might have stolen Giovanni Roma’s sommelier, but he’d made 50,000 New York readers eager to get into this place the magazine kept pronouncing the essence of dining in style.

		“Is a nice night, no?” said Roma, tapping Harris’s shoulder from behind. “So nice it make me stupid. I got the mayor here, and I come to sit with you, you fat cetriolo.”

		Harris’s countenance lightened for the first time all evening. He turned around with his now properly lit cigar. “You’d better pay attention, goombah. Walker’s been as dry as my guy Newman since about September. Watch and see he doesn’t put your Italian behind in jail for serving what passes for booze here.”

		“Nah,” said Roma. “He ain’t got religion on the subject. He just take the pledge to please his lady friend. Is a, how you say, ‘personal’ thing.”

		Giovanni Roma had been born and brought up in Saugatuck, Connecticut, but from an occupational affectation he now spoke English with less facility and a thicker accent than his immigrant parents. He’d come to New York fifteen years ago, at the age of twenty-seven, when local scandal forced him off the family fishing boat. Gianni liked to chase the ragazzi, but after a year of waiting tables in the city, he had allowed a well-known older actor to chase and catch him. The price of temporary surrender was the stake he used to start Malocchio. For six years the restaurant had only just stayed afloat on the stream of newspaper guys and ballplayers that David Fine coaxed through the door, but things started to bubble once Harris designated the restaurant as his home with a mention in Bandbox every month.

		“So when you go to London?” he asked Harris.

		“End of the month.” With Jimmy Gordon on his tail, the editor wondered how he’d even find the breathing space to sail over for his annual tour of the men’s shops along Savile Row. A report on them always accompanied Bandbox’s piece on whatever sartorial rule had just been repealed by the Prince of Wales, but Harris made the trip mostly to enjoy evenings with Fine and Spilkes in the woody hotel bars that satisfied his longings for the antique.

		“Before that we’ve got the editorial retreat up in Dutchess,” he said to Roma. “You’re going to do the food for me, remember?”

		The restaurateur made a put-upon face and nodded, while David Fine complained: “I always catch cold up there. Why can’t we avoid all those Herkimer Jerkimers and do it down here? Rent a big hotel suite.”

		“I like it there,” said Harris, thinking of his big weekend house, the woods latticed with snow. “Nobody pays attention if we stay in town.”

		“You got to give me plenty notice,” said Gianni.

		Harris and Roma and Fine made a tiptop male trio, combining more comfortably than most much closer friends might have. Their libidinal variety helped: Roma remained as devoted to young men as Harris did to Betty Divine and the lost ideal of full-bosomed womanhood; Fine, at bottom, was more indifferent to sex than any man the other two knew. Together, the three sailed along in insult-hurling harmony, their self-display and jockeyings for a small measure of repute undisturbed by the slightest undercurrent of sexual competition.

		The restaurant owner and the editor-in-chief also had the unspoken fellow feeling that arises between two men each aware that the other is keeping secrets. Roma had a whole thrilling store of them, legally perilous and never far from his mind. Harris’s skeletons, older and less dangerous, were still potentially unsettling: he did not, for instance, wish Jimmy Gordon or the GME board to know all the details of how, for a brief period a half-dozen years ago while he was between jobs, his editorial skills had been applied to the production of a line of postcards in decidedly questionable taste.

		“So, brutto,” said Roma, trying to stoke the guttering conversation, “whatsa matter you? You don’ look too good.”

		Harris would have liked being able to tell Gianni about Jimmy Gordon’s photographic salvo, but the restaurant owner didn’t discourage Jimmy from eating here, and no doubt nurtured the hope of a gossip-column item about the wayward protégé crossing paths, and swords, with his old boss at Malocchio. So Harris just shrugged and said, “It’s nothing. I’m only wondering when this lunatic Lindstrom is going to show up and do his hour of ‘work.’ Standing still for a camera.”

		Gianni regarded his fingernails and affected a lack of interest in the cocaine-crazed cover model. When the need arose, he could be discreet. A few months ago he’d removed a Maxfield Parrish painting of Ganymede from a stretch of wall near the kitchen, lest the place start looking too much like the Jewel. Now he eyed Walker, and decided that Harris was right: he had more than one reason to stay in the mayor’s good graces. “ ’Scusi,” he said, getting up from the table to pay Hizzoner a little attention.

		“So,” said Harris to Fine. “Have you got any advice at all?”

		The food columnist, impatient to be recognized by one of the RCA big shots—maybe even asked for an autograph, or offered a stock tip—managed only to look at Harris and say, “Sleep on it?”

		“Sleep on it?” cried his boss, pushing away the grappa. “It’s Friday. I can’t sleep on this for three nights. Even Houlihan would know better than to tell me that. Sleep on it, for Christ’s sake.”

		“You’re assuming Houlihan knows the day of the week,” said Fine.

		Disgusted, the editor got up—there was never a check to settle here—and walked outside to wait on the hack line. The handsome doorman’s umbrella only half-protected Harris and another customer from the ice-cold drizzle. The editor wished he’d brought along that copy of the Daily News to hold over his head.

		Death, he thought, recalling the electrified Ruth Snyder. It was today’s essential thrill, the way every drama now had to end. The music played so fast you couldn’t follow it, but every listener wanted it to play faster still, until the phonograph exploded.

		Before Harris could proceed too far with his gloomy reflections, Giovanni Roma came out the front door with two cannoli in a small cardboard box. “Here, bambino,” he said, handing them to the editor. “Take them to La Divina. Go. Walk. It do you good.”

		Harris gave him a quizzical look.

		“Let a smile be your umbrella,” said Gianni, pushing his best customer off into the freezing night.

		At that moment, up in the Warwick Hotel, Betty Divine was finishing the evening papers, a form of literature she still secretly preferred to magazines, though she’d started working in the latter twenty years ago, in the ad department at Collier’s for Condé Nast himself, just before he’d begun to buy and run his own publications. Betty had been one of the few girls ever to say no to Nast, who always kept up a professorial look and manner until he pounced upon the latest little secretary in the back of a taxicab. Two decades ago, Betty, in just such a circumstance, had unmanned him by saying, quite calmly, as his tongue darted into her ear, “I’m sorry, but I can’t hear you.”

		She’d come east from St. Louis at eighteen, in 1902, and taken some little parts in musicals. She’d never been stagestruck, just realistic about what lay available to a girl as quick and cute as herself. What she’d never be, however, was tall, so she’d soon left the stage and gone to work in magazines. When Nast bought Vogue, sometime after being thwarted in the taxicab, he had brought her over and switched her from business to editorial. And she’d been happy there for a long time, until seven years ago, when Hi Oldcastle, pretty sure she could understand this new class of career girl now in the city, lured her away with an offer to edit Pinafore.

		Not long after that she’d met Joe. He’d been crazy about her from the start. Immediately, and continually, he’d asked her to marry him. She always said no, having tried that years ago with a dull, bullying lawyer who’d put her off both matrimony and excessively good looks. The arrangement she’d imposed on Joe was much nicer: weekends up in Dutchess County, and two or three nights of togetherness here during the week, listening to the radio or eating a late supper, trying to figure out their mutual boss’s latest whim. Joe spent the other nights out of her hair, either late at Malocchio or over at his own place in Murray Hill.

		That had been her own neighborhood until just a few months ago, when, determined to keep a bit of control, she’d taken this more glamorous set of rooms at the Warwick. She let Joe help out with the rent—not because she needed him to, but as a signal that she expected to be treated right. That Hearst kept an apartment for Marion Davies on these same premises was a fact lost on neither of them.

		“Hearst can’t marry Davies,” Joe would say from time to time, never quite giving up the hope of something more for himself and Betty. “He’s already married.”

		“So was I,” Betty would reply.

		And so had Harris been, years ago, to a schoolteacher who’d made him so miserable he took tremendous care not to press his luck with Betty, who at forty-four remained as cute as Mabel Normand and more sensible than Andrew Mellon. Joe might be shrewd, but he was also excitable, and he depended on Betty to rip up the letters he shouldn’t mail or turn off the motor he was in no condition to have started on the way home.

		Earlier tonight, when he’d telephoned, she’d said fine, don’t worry about dinner—go off to Malocchio if there’s something you need to discuss with David. She’d ordered up from the hotel kitchen, and now, awaiting Joe’s late arrival, she listened to the Chicago Civic Opera on WJZ and finished making her way through a stack of take-home work: the latest photos of Marie of Roumania; the results of a Pinafore poll asking: “Is it ever proper to visit your fiancé’s mother sans chapeau?”

		Betty had the radio up so loud that her white Eskimo puppy, Mukluk, was cowering by the door. His mistress’s one real vanity involved her hardness of hearing. Only the moment’s emergency had permitted her confession of it to Condé Nast, years ago in that taxicab. When she and Joe went to see Ina Claire’s comeback performance next month, she would allow herself, once the houselights went down, the use of her little silver ear trumpet. But amidst the glare and noise of a party, she always covered up her difficulty by nodding yes or no, even as she misheard a name, misunderstood a story, or missed somebody’s point. And yet, Betty again and again realized—perhaps the greatest truth she had grasped about life—that all these misapprehensions, in the end, never made the slightest difference.

		She knew a serenity that Joe would never attain. When he came through the door tonight, worries as thick upon him as his cologne, Mukluk would give him a wide berth, and she would massage his shoulders, imparting the same wise counsel she did during the dozen or so phone calls he made to her, from one floor of the Graybar Building to another, every day that they worked there. She was glad she’d been out this afternoon, having her light brown bob attended to by Sydney over at the Saks salon, when Joe’s latest crisis broke. She’d gotten back to the office in time for only that last call, when he’d announced his need to take David Fine to Giovanni Roma’s awful restaurant.

		“It’s all right, baby,” she said, soothing Mukluk, who had raced under the couch upon Mary Garden’s ejaculation of an E-sharp seven hundred miles away in Chicago. “You’ll see.”
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		At this same hour, despite Betty’s belief in the essential rightness of things, three of Joe Harris’s staffers found themselves coming to their own nervous crossroads:

		Down on Cornelia Street, Allen Case already lay in bed under his blanket. As the wind slid in over the warped windowsill, he gave unspoken thanks to whatever lamb had provided the wool now keeping him warm. A young man with so little self-love he had difficulty masturbating, Allen lay with his eyes open, distracted from his woe only by the munchings of Sugar, his rabbit, and Freddy, his Siamese.

		Keeping him awake were thoughts about the last piece of copy Nan O’Grady had put on his desk before the office closed, after they’d finished with Max Stanwick’s piece on Arnold Rothstein.

		The spots on this ocelot’s coat are no match for the polka-dot vitality of our “Bandbox” gentleman’s tie.…

		The caption as yet lacked a picture, but Allen knew the words were intended to run beneath whatever photo Waldo Lindstrom had failed to pose for this afternoon. Richard Lord and the fashion editors wanted Copy to be ready for an image they still hoped to jam in before the March issue closed. The photographer who’d been stood up, Gardiner Arinopoulos, had already, before Thanksgiving, shot a model wrapped in a python that matched his snakeskin tie. This illo of 1928’s so-far-most-gruesome fashion craze had not, Allen could tell, been taken at the Bronx Zoo, and when Nan informed him that Arinopoulos had shot it at a garage somewhere in Queens, his stomach had dropped. Who was keeping these exotic animals, and how were they living?

		Allen feared he would soon reach the point he always reached wherever he worked, the one beyond which he could not go. At the American, for instance, he had accepted having to surround with inverted commas the cruel phrase “no pets,” when editing real estate ads. But there had come the week when he had to work on a two-part article celebrating the role of cowhide in the making of baseballs. The pieces were so happy and triumphal—one had to imagine The Jungle as produced by George M. Cohan—that Allen’s conscience and abdomen had been forced to give notice.

		Up until now, he’d been managing pretty well at Bandbox, even if it wasn’t easy having to blue-pencil, say, a piece of David Fine’s on the chateaubriand at Durgin Park. But there was something truly ominous about these animal shoots Arinopoulos was doing. Would they prove the by-now-familiar last straw? Tonight, while cutting up the Daily News for Sugar’s cage, the only electrocution Allen could think of was Topsy the Elephant’s, at Coney Island all those years ago. They’d put her down for quite reasonably trampling to death some humans. Drifting off to sleep at last, Allen thought, rather hopelessly, that if these poor things being abused by Arinopoulos could only acquire language—something he used effortlessly but to such little purpose—they’d almost certainly rise up and organize and break free.

		Daisy DiDonna rose from the couch to close the window. She was never cold, not even on a night like this, but she had to do something about the smell making its way ten blocks up the East River, all the way to her little patch of Beekman Place. The slaughterhouse was even worse for Daisy’s friend Gladys, who had a little place practically on top of it, in the first-opened building of Tudor City. There the architect, despite the river view, had put in windows the size of a medicine cabinet, because of the aromas. But at least Gladys had somebody paying for her place, even if her fancy man had gone home to his wife in Douglaston tonight, leaving Gladys to have supper with Daisy in a chop-suey dance joint.

		Daisy needed to find someone steady—at least as steady as Mr. Douglaston. Since her long-ago divorce, she had never been with anyone for more than the six months she’d spent with Antonio DiDonna, whom Joe Harris now sometimes referred to as The Long Count. Daisy’s standard and motto—“Always be faithful, but always be looking”—by now made for a pretty worn-out coat of arms, and she wondered if she shouldn’t put more effort into the long-term cultivation of whomever she was with, perhaps even forgoing the initiations she loved to provide
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