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A Noiseless Patient Spider

By Walt Whitman

A noiseless patient spider,

I mark’d where on a little promontory it stood isolated,

Mark’d how to explore the vacant vast surrounding,

It launch’d forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself,

Ever unreeling them, ever tirelessly speeding them.

And you O my soul where you stand,

Surrounded, detached, in measureless oceans of space,

Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres to connect them,

Till the bridge you will need be form’d, till the ductile anchor hold,

Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere, O my soul.
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Chapter One

New York City-April 1921

Ruth Feldman sat low in her wooden chair, heels hooked on the bottom rung, letting the chaos of the newsroom swirl around her. At home, the air was always quiet, smelling predictably of her mother’s chicken soup and braided challah. Here, it was loud, frantic, and thick with fresh ink. But it belonged to her.

    Ruth took a final, long sip of her coffee, savoring the bitter, cold liquid. She needed the jolt more than she needed the warmth, refusing to waste a moment fetching a fresh cup with a deadline looming—even if it was only for another boring puff piece on the Educational Alliance’s food waste initiative.

Earlier that morning, she’d stood before her editor, Abraham Cahan, clutching a folder of notes on the garment district strikes. She’d found a lead on the Samuel Peck factory, where new piecework rules were squeezing families. Cahan didn’t even look up from the galley proofs on his desk.

“The senior desk is handling the Peck strike, Feldman,” he’d said, his red pencil moving across the page. “It’s too gritty, lots of backroom politics. You stay with the Alliance. You have a talent for soft stories, which audiences enjoy. Stick to what you’re good at.”

Ten years at The Forward, and Cahan still relegated her to safe neighborhood human-interest pieces while the men claimed the front-page political assignments. Ruth let out a sharp breath, her fingers twitching with a sudden spike of nervous energy.

She reached for the pencil she usually had stuck in her hair, only to grab empty air. She still wasn’t used to the haircut—the slick, chin-grazing bob her best friend, Chayele, had talked her into. The new “modern woman’s” style hung strange, an unfamiliar costume. But sometimes, hunched over her typewriter in the busy newsroom, a loose hair tickled her face, and she’d notice the freedom of an uncovered neck, of a life no longer stuck in the past—even if she still missed her regular pencil-stashing place.

Finding a pencil beneath a stack of layout proofs, Ruth scanned her last few written lines until an eruption of applause shattered her focus.

Moissaye Olgin, The Forward’s star correspondent, had just strolled into the newsroom, absorbing the praise as reporters clapped his back and shouted congratulations on his latest report from Moscow. But it was the quiet presence of the man trailing behind Olgin that caught Ruth’s attention.

David Brodsky was a recent addition to the paper. Cahan had gloated when he hired him last year, poaching a reputable foreign correspondent who had covered the aftermath of the Great War. Naturally, Brodsky had been the one tapped to accompany Olgin on his tour of “New Russia.” But unlike Olgin, who practically preened under the spotlight, Brodsky was already back at his desk, head down, sorting through a mountain of documents.

Ruth found the contrast fascinating. She’d observed this about Brodsky before. He was never unfriendly, and the bullpen respected his work. But he never seemed interested in playing the bullpen politics or joining the rowdy boys’ club. He stood apart. Like her.

Perhaps she could use this. Foster an ally. She stood and, avoiding the gathered crowd around Olgin, made her way over to Brodsky’s desk.

“What were your thoughts on ‘New’ Russia?” she asked.

He looked up in obvious surprise. His clothes were wrinkled, his shaggy dark hair needed a trim, and his glasses were smudged with ink. But he smiled.

“Quite different from the Russia I remembered.”

“You’ve been?” Ruth asked.

Brodsky nodded. “I grew up there. In Moscow.”

“l’m from St. Petersburg. Do you believe it’s really changed, then?”

Brodsky polished his glasses on his shirt. “I’m hopeful. It seems there’s a genuine change, leading to more acceptance and opportunities for Jews and the lower classes. The Bolsheviks have opened the university and libraries to everyone. They even have Yiddish books and teaching available.”

Ruth closed her eyes against the memories of fear and neighbors and friends lost overnight to the Pale of Settlement.

“It sounds different from the Russia we knew,” she whispered.

“Olgin and I have big plans to write up everything.” He gestured to the towering pile of papers on his desk. “Still, I’m concerned how I’ll handle that and get my other assignments done.”

A stab of envy pierced Ruth. But then she realized this could be her opportunity. “I could take something off your hands. That is, if you could persuade Cahan.”

She waited to see if he’d laugh in her face or accuse her of overstepping.

But he studied her for a second and looked back at his desk. “Would you be interested in an interview with Congressman Harold Nagy? He’s lobbying against the new immigration quota.”

Ruth reeled back in surprise. A political interview with Congressman Nagy? The outspoken Great War veteran had just been appointed to the Veterans’ Bureau. He was also a member of the American Jewish Committee. Her father, Tatty, would be furious. Tatty and his fellow socialists had abandoned the committee the moment it denounced the Bolsheviks. But could she let Tatty’s beliefs influence her now? This was her chance. The whole reason she’d come over here.

She took a deep breath. “Sure. Just tell me what you need.”

Brodsky handed her the paper. “Great, I’ll inform Cahan. Thanks for taking this off my load.”

“No problem.”

She spun back to her desk. The wall clock neared five. She’d be late for Shabbat once more, and Tatty would never let her hear the end of it. Leaving Brodsky’s notes securely on her blotter, she grabbed her food waste article. Slipping into her coat, she dropped the piece at the proof desk and bolted for the exit. If she ran, she might just beat the sunset.
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Chapter Two

April 1921

Ruth dodged through the bustling New York streets, desperate to beat the fading light. Tatty was a creature of habit. He would never delay the Shabbat prayers for her, but he would certainly spend the rest of the weekend ensuring she repented for missing them. Her mind flashed to last week, when she’d walked in late to find the family already at the table.

“Do you know what it’s like to sit at the table, knowing your family is incomplete?” he’d asked, his voice low and heavy with disappointment. “We sacrificed everything to come here and start anew. And what is your thanks? To abandon our traditions for a newsroom of men unaware of your value?”

Ruth had snapped at him, telling him to quit using guilt as a weapon, which made Momme twist her napkin in distress. Tatty had then scolded her for upsetting her mother, and Ruth had shut up to appease him.

For ten years, she’d worked at the nation’s leading Jewish daily newspaper, but Tatty still called it “a phase.”

“A girl is supposed to make a home,” he would tell her. “You don’t belong in a newsroom, shouting at men. Your place is in the kitchen, raising a family. This life you’ve chosen, with your ink-stained hands and your bobbed hair, is a man’s life. It won’t make you happy.”

Tatty didn’t see the hypocrisy in himself. He revered socialism, viewing it as a sacred answer to their suffering and their only true escape from Russia. But for Ruth, the truth wasn’t black and white. Her father lived in a world of pure, protected ideals, entirely blind to the friction of compromise and inconsistency she had to navigate out in the real world just to survive. For example, Tatty preached a world of total equality, yet he expected her to remain safely at home while the newsroom sidelined her based on her gender. How useful was a philosophy that existed solely in concept?

As 103 Orchard Street came into view, Ruth took a deep breath. The smells of pickling brine, sauerkraut, and cooking oil were all that remained of the bustling Jewish pushcart market. Everyone else was already home. Streetlights glowed, and the last few lingering owners locked up their storefronts. She was running out of time, but she was near home—though it still felt odd to consider the new apartment home.

Their new building was a striking beauty on the bustling tenement block, a stark contrast to the dated building next door that had been their first home in America. The block had changed drastically during the Delancey Street widening project. Following the demolition of the surrounding structures, the owner of the Bank of the United States had bought the three remaining tenements and merged them into a singular, large corner property. He then constructed a brand-new bank next door and added commercial space to the lower levels.

Tatty and his business partner, Samuel, had their shop on the first floor. It remained a tenement layout, yet stood as one of the Lower East Side’s finest structures. Even a professional dentist had opened an office on the second floor.

Ruth remembered the proud look on Tatty’s face when he and Samuel had moved their families into the two premier apartments on the third floor of the new building. “Not too high a climb, nor too low to hear everyone else stomping by. Just right,” Tatty had said, smiling ear to ear and rubbing his hands together. “Look, we even have our very own private bathroom in the apartment! Only the family to compete against.”

Ruth hurried up the wide front steps two at a time. She burst through the apartment door, out of breath, to find her mother, brothers, and sister already seated around the dining room table. The candles were lit, and Tatty held his wine cup high as he recited the opening Kiddush blessing.

Her brothers’ faces and necks were pink from a recent scrubbing. After a long day in the kitchen, Momme’s dress bore sweat stains, and a few moist curls escaped the edges of her tichel head covering. Wait, Momme was wearing her formal tichel at home—a sure sign company was expected. Ruth inwardly groaned.

Next to Tatty sat an unfamiliar young man.

Wonderful. Another suitor. Ruth scowled at Momme, who merely raised her eyebrows innocently.

Ruth sighed, accepted the washing cup, and quickly performed the hand-washing ritual. She slid into the empty seat next to her twelve-year-old sister, Sadie, just in time to take her wine glass as Tatty finished the Kiddush and removed the embroidered challah covering.

As the torn pieces of challah circulated the table, Ruth’s heartbeat finally slowed. Sadie passed her the loaf and leaned in to whisper, “I stalled as long as I could. I even burned the soup.”

Ruth stifled a laugh. “I appreciate that, schvester.”

She dipped her bread in sprinkled salt, keeping her eyes low while she studied the suitor. He wore a permanent sour expression and had a giant, hairy mole on his cheek.

Unfortunately, as the meal wore on, he proved to be worse than awful. He was completely insufferable. Every word out of the man’s mouth was either an anti-American sentiment, a complaint about assimilated immigrants, or a declaration about women not knowing their place. What was Tatty thinking?

This disastrous man was proof that her father was casting a wide net in pure desperation, driven by his daily remarks along the lines of, “Twenty-nine, Ruth. You’re an alteh moid.”

A spinster. The word itself felt degrading. Nellie Bly didn’t marry until she was thirty-one, Ruth reasoned. And Lucy Burns and many of the other suffragettes would never marry at all. No one held their marital status against them.

Ruth didn’t know what her own future held. She wasn’t trying to be difficult, but the men Tatty brought home did not make a lifelong bond enticing. Certainly, the egotistical toad currently sitting at their table did not.

“A reporter, hmm?” The man chewed with his mouth wide open, giving Ruth a full, unappetizing view of his food. “At The Forward, your father tells me. You help write those advice columns on housekeeping?”

“No,” Ruth said, fighting to keep her voice level. “I report on important events and political figures—the news.”

Momme chimed in supportively, “Last year, Ruth did a wonderful piece on the housing shortage and rent increases.”

The man pursed his lips as if he’d bitten into a lemon.

Ruth was on the verge of exploding. “In fact, they’ve asked me to interview Congressman Nagy about his stance on the immigrant national quota.”

Tatty’s head jerked up instantly. “Nagy? What is The Forward’s interest in that rat?”

Ruth cringed internally. She knew better than to let her temper control her tongue. Why had she brought up Nagy? She wasn’t even sure Cahan would let her keep the assignment. Sadie gently patted her leg under the table.

Ruth set down her fork, clasped her hands, and attempted to speak calmly. “It’s important our readers know what’s happening. There’s a vote soon on the Emergency Quota Act. Nagy is leading a charge against it.”

“I agree the quota is an abomination. For once, Nagy is showing sense! But he’s wasting his time protesting.” Tatty took a slow sip of his wine. “It’s not as if US politicians ever listen to immigrants—and that includes the stuck-up Nagy. He’d realize that if he had any brains in his skull.”

“Especially the immigrants with a shred of dignity, who choose to keep their cultural identities,” the suitor added smugly.

Ruth fought back a wave of intense fury. She was so sick of these Old World traditionalists and their arrogance. Didn’t they realize that whatever success they’d achieved in America was built on the backs of immigrants who had chosen to assimilate and engage with society?

She rolled her eyes, ignoring the suitor, and turned directly to Tatty. “Haven’t we been down this road before?”

“If it’s true, I’ll continue to say it,” Tatty challenged. “Name a single time public protesting has actually worked.”

“The 1909 Uprising,” Ruth shot back, thrusting her chin forward. “The suffrage movement.”

Tatty scoffed. “Depends on how you define success.”

“Every time I step into a booth to vote, I feel successful,” Momme remarked quietly.

Tatty gestured toward Ruth. “And you, Ruth? Oh, wait, you still can’t take part in casting that vote you worked so hard for.” He let out a dry laugh. “Without a husband, you’re tied up in government bureaucracy.”

Ruth’s face hardened. “That’s low, Tatty! But we all know those patriarchal chazers still run the government. Treating women like livestock—dictating citizenship based on their breeding potential!”

    The suitor squawked, nearly choking on his food. “How dare you!” His face flushed a deep, purplish color. “You’re an unladylike, hysterical hitsiger! And that I cannot abide.”

Ruth calmly wiped her mouth with her napkin. “The only hothead I see is you, the one turning purple.”

The suitor stood up abruptly, his furious gaze sweeping over the table. Tatty rose quickly, patting the man on the back. “She didn’t mean it. We just got carried away in the debate.”

The suitor waved Tatty away with a sneer. He slammed his hat onto his head and stalked out of the apartment, slamming the door behind him.

Sadie met Ruth’s gaze and choked back a loud laugh.

“I should have expected that someone with such delicate sensibilities would not be a suitable match for my daughter.” Tatty pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a heavy sigh. “You’ll be the death of me, girl.” He picked up his glass and drained the remaining wine.

“Now, Tatty. You didn’t even believe in that one yourself, did you?” Momme shot back, a knowing glint in her eye.

Sadie let out a snort, which broke the dam. Ruth burst out laughing, Momme joined in, and soon Ruth’s little brothers were giggling along with them.

Tatty pushed his chair back and stood up. “I need more wine.” As he turned away from the table toward the kitchen, he muttered, “So much more wine.”

But as his back was turned, Ruth caught the side of his face. His lips were twitching as he fought a smile.

“Careful,” Momme warned playfully. “We’ll go right through our weekly allotment!”

Ruth sipped her wine, looking around the table at her family. She caught her brother Levi as he playfully grabbed Solomon in a fierce chokehold noogie.

They were an odd bunch. Nearly two decades older than her remaining siblings, she sometimes felt more like an aunt than an older sister. She wanted more than this life. She knew she ought to save up, get her own apartment, and truly start her independent life. But as she looked at them, she smiled. They were an obligation, certainly—but there was absolutely nowhere else she’d rather be.
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Chapter Three

April 1921

The next day, Ruth’s feet ached and her shirt clung to her armpits. It was only April, but the day carried the unmistakable heat of summer. The two-hour hike uptown was worth it to see her best friend, Chayele. She had timed the trek precisely, ensuring she wouldn’t leave Chayele’s until after sundown. Once Shabbat concluded, she could bypass the long walk and take the El home.

Chayele’s building came into sight. It was still strange seeing where Chayele now lived with her husband, and not just because her friend was no longer sharing Ruth’s apartment. Her neighborhood was a different world from the Lower East Side. Friedrich had grown up in the Yorkville neighborhood, with its German shops, bakeries, and breweries. People here still wore traditional lederhosen and dirndls. Ruth nodded at a woman passing on the street. She could have been the twin of Gerta, the woman who’d helped smuggle Ruth’s family out of Russia. Gerta’s ginger cookies were unforgettable, and she’d given Ruth her first taste of beer.

Ruth had consumed it many times since in the saloons of Yorkville with Chayele and Friedrich, but since Prohibition began, the distinctive, once-prevalent smell of hops had vanished from the air. Breweries tried to offer low-alcohol near-beer, but the taste was different, and the drinks weren’t catching on. Ruth noticed more shuttered saloons. She wondered how much longer the remaining saloons and breweries could hold out.

She entered Chayele’s building and climbed the stairs. Beneath her fingers, the banister was smooth like butter, with no splinters to catch her skin. Although Tatty bragged about their new tenement’s architecture, these Upper East Side buildings made theirs look cheap. More affluent, polished individuals lived here. Despite wearing her best Peter Pan-collared blouse and a crisp, straight skirt, the flat practicality of her clothes made her feel mousy against the ornamental styles of the neighborhood women.

Ruth reached Chayele’s door and knocked.

The door swung open. “Ruth!” Chayele wore a loose sapphire-blue silk blouse with an enormous bow and a pleated, knee-length skirt. She gestured Ruth inside, where a calm quiet replaced the spirited chaos of Orchard Street. No scuff marks marred these walls. There was no damp laundry drying by the hearth, no stacks of papers, no stray toys. Everything was pristine.

She longed for its tranquility, but the total stillness resembled a void. Chayele’s freedom came with a price. Ruth’s home, for its chaos, was a place of comfort and noise, where her brothers’ laughter and her father’s voice always filled the air.

Chayele reached for Ruth’s sweaty jacket and hat. “You poor thing, you look drenched. You didn’t walk again, did you?”

Ruth shrugged out of her outer garments. “It’s Saturday still, Chayele. Shabbat rules apply.”

After taking the clothes from her, Chayele fetched water from the sink. She passed the glass to Ruth and hung her jacket on a hanger in the closet. “You know I’d have more respect for you honoring Shabbat if I believed you did it because of your own beliefs instead of your father’s.”

Ruth stuck out her tongue at Chayele, then downed the glass of water.

Chayele led her down a wide hallway to the parlor. The sheer scale of the apartment always staggered Ruth—just two people occupying more square footage than her entire family. But it was a new addition against the far wall that stopped her dead in her tracks at the threshold.

“You got a radio?” Ruth’s voice rose with incredulity.

Chayele plucked invisible dust from her skirt. “I know. It’s frivolous. But since Friedrich got such a good price, we thought we’d spoil ourselves.”

Spoil themselves—the very concept was foreign. Admiration and disapproval tore at Ruth. Tatty and Samuel would never buy such an object, no matter how prosperous their bookshop became. When Ruth had once asked her father if they would ever move out of the Lower East Side, he’d scoffed, asking if she wanted to be one of those poor schmucks walking across the Williamsburg Bridge on Shabbat. To Tatty, a superfluous luxury was a moral failure.

    In 1909, simply being Jewish had been enough to unite the neighborhood. Now, the revolution in Russia was splitting them apart—the Russian baseline cheering the Bolsheviks for flattening the wealthy classes, while German assimilationists like Chayele bought radios and topped them with decorative doilies.

Chayele placed a hand on Ruth’s arm. “Please, Ruth, don’t let this come between us.”

Ruth put her hand on top of Chayele’s and smiled. “It’s fine, schvester. I’m happy for you.” And Ruth was.

    When Ruth’s parents had taken Chayele in all those years ago—sheltering her after she lost the last of her own family—they had forged an unbreakable bond. Chayele had done her share for years, doing her chores and taking on small jobs to help the family. She’d bided her time, searching for her place in the world. And when the war began in Europe, she found it. Chayele had enlisted in nursing school and found her way to France. She’d met Friedrich there, and they’d become inseparable. Even now, they worked at Lenox Hill Hospital together.

Chayele had earned her happiness, radio and all. Perhaps one day Ruth would figure out what was in store for her. Which reminded her. . .

“I need your advice.”

“Oh?” Chayele sat in a tufted chair with geometric embroidery. She gestured to the sleek leather chair across from her.

“I have a chance to get an interesting assignment for the paper. An interview with Congressman Harold Nagy.”

“Hal?” Chayele’s eyes brightened. “That’s wonderful! I knew that editor of yours would recognize your potential.”

“Well, I sort of manipulated the new reporter, David Brodsky, to offer it to me.”

“Even better. Look at you being aggressive again.”

“I still need Cahan to approve it.” Ruth fiddled with the glass in her hands. “I learned Nagy grew up in Yorkville. Does Friedrich know him?”

“Yes, he’s an old friend of Friedrich’s. They went to school together.” Chayele rose and went to the parlor doorway. “Friedrich, darling? Come here a minute!”

A sudden, prickling heat flared behind Ruth’s ribs. She felt a brief prickle of guilt for using Friedrich’s influence, but she reminded herself that such tactics were standard for male reporters. She needed every leg up she could get.

Friedrich entered the parlor, clipping his cufflinks while an untied tie flapped against his collar. “Ah, Ruth, I thought I heard your voice.”

Chayele stood to fasten the knot for him. “Ruth is trying to interview Hal for the paper.”

“What about?” Friedrich asked, turning to face her.

“He’s protesting the Emergency Quota Act.”

Friedrich frowned. “I heard that was coming to a vote soon. Well, with Hal leading a charge, there’s at least a chance it won’t go through.”

“Do you mind if I drop your name, Friedrich?” Ruth asked. “Cahan will only assign hard politics if I have an inside track.”

Friedrich leveled his gaze at her, his expression warm. “I’d be upset if you didn’t. Show ’em the old razzle-dazzle.”

He turned back to Chayele and put his hands on her shoulders. “I’ll see you later tonight.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?” She straightened his tie. “I know you’re short-staffed.”

“No, stay and enjoy yourself.” He leaned in and kissed her. “Get some sleep. You deserve it. It was a late surgery last night.”

He gave Ruth a wave and left.

Chayele turned to Ruth and raised her eyebrows. “There you go. The story’s yours.” She put a finger to her chin. “You know, Hal is handsome and single. Nothing like those stiffs your father keeps bringing around for you.”

Ruth groaned. But the adoration she saw in Friedrich’s gaze toward Chayele made the notion less unappealing than it typically was. No, she wasn’t jealous of her friend’s radio. But the pure love and partnership she shared with her husband? That she couldn’t help but covet.

    Chayele clapped her hands. “Come, let’s put on the kettle. And I have fresh schnecken. I’ll fill you in on everything I know about Hal.”

Ruth tilted her head, adopting her best stern schoolmistress expression, though the corner of her mouth twitched as she suppressed a laugh.

    Chayele held up her hands. “For the sake of research purposes only—for your interview, of course.”

    “Uh-huh.” Ruth rose with a smile. “Schnecken sounds delicious. And yes, enlighten me on the congressman.”

The two walked to the kitchen arm in arm.
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Chapter Four

April 1921

    A week later, Ruth straightened her skirt and adjusted her hat as she walked toward the coffeehouse. Once Cahan had agreed to the interview—hooked entirely by the mention of Friedrich’s inside track—she had dedicated the entire week to researching and mapping out her questions for Congressman Nagy.

Surprisingly, David Brodsky had stopped by her desk and offered to help. His clothes had been rumpled, as usual, and he had sported the same red tie with the coffee stain, but he’d eyed her questions and smiled.

“Force him past his talking points,” Brodsky had said. “A politician will feed you surface-level answers to control the narrative. Dig beneath the script.”

She’d nodded, yet a sting of annoyance had arisen within her. Did he think she knew nothing? Still, Brodsky was a busy man, and she appreciated his advice. It was important to keep her wits about her. She’d never interviewed a skilled politician. The congressman probably had all sorts of sneaky tricks up his sleeve. She was determined to break through his façade.

Exuding confidence, she’d exited the office with a spring in her step. However, now that the actual moment was here, her throat was dry.

As she neared the coffeehouse, she checked her bag to ensure her notepad, pen, and research were inside. Suddenly, the door swung open from the inside.

The wood slammed into her shoulder. Ruth stumbled back, her bag flying open as its contents scattered across the pavement.

“So sorry!” A woman stood above her, juggling a crying baby on her hip.

Ruth dropped to her knees to gather her papers. “It’s my fault. I was standing there like a schmuck.”

    She reached for her notebook, keeping her knees together. The dress—borrowed from Chayele—was awkward for the maneuver. Chayele had insisted Ruth needed to look professional, which meant a high hemline and eye makeup to darken her lashes. According to Chayele, Hal Nagy was a snazzy dresser, and it was important to impress him. To Ruth, that description made him sound like a smooth city slicker.

The baby shrieked, and Ruth shooed the woman away. The poor mother’s day was hard enough. Ruth watched her go, wondering briefly if she could ever bear to be permanently tethered to a wailing infant. The woman offered one final apology and vanished into the crowd.

A man’s fancy wing-tipped shoes appeared next to her fallen bag. They hesitated while Ruth chased a pencil rolling toward his foot. She seized it, the fabric of his trousers creasing as he knelt beside her on the pavement.

“Allow me.” His voice was deep and friendly. Their hands met while reaching for the same paper. She snatched it from his grasp and jumped to her feet.

He rose, too, and the scents of expensive cologne and tobacco flooded her senses. She took in his clean-shaven jawline and striking, clear blue eyes, then quickly dropped her gaze to restuff her bag. Her fingers were suddenly clumsy against the leather, the breath catching in her throat as he stepped closer, blocking out the rest of the crowded sidewalk.

Her eyes swept over his perfectly tailored suit, his tilted fedora, and the polished cane in his hand. That was when it clicked who’d been helping her. “Oh! You’re him.”

“I beg your pardon,” he said, lifting his brow.

Heat flooded her face. “I mean, you’re Congressman Nagy.” She swallowed. “I’m the reporter here to interview you.”

He smiled, and creases appeared around his eyes. It weathered him. “Your name, Miss Reporter? I’m at a disadvantage since you know mine.”

“Oh.” Ruth smoothed her hair. “Ruth, Ruth Feldman.”

“Nice to meet you, then, Ruth Feldman.” His gaze seemed to intensify. “Please call me Hal.”

She offered a nervous nod.

He held the door open for her. “Shall we?”

Ruth stepped into the coffeehouse, taking a deep breath to steady herself as he followed.

“Do you have a preference?” He waved a hand over the room.

“The back,” she said. “It’ll be quieter.”

He gestured her to lead, and they wove through the tables. She tugged at the hem of her short dress as she walked. What must he be thinking of her? He was probably wondering why he got the clumsy amateur instead of a seasoned reporter.

They reached an empty table, and she moved to take a seat, but Hal was faster and pulled
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