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        More praise for

        AFTER VISITING FRIENDS

        “Hainey is a tremendously talented writer. He has written a thrilling page-turner, in a style that is personally reflective and meticulously reported. His prose is crisp and efficient—poetic even.”

        —David Bernstein, Chicago magazine

        “Since the age of six, Michael Hainey had been haunted by the mysterious death of his father, a Chicago newspaperman. In After Visiting Friends he recounts in moving detail the obstacles he faced in uncovering the truth.”	

        —Elissa Schappell, Vanity Fair

        “A well-reported story, beautifully told . . .”

        —Craig Wilson, USA Today

        “Hainey beautifully recounts the bustling history of 1960s Chicago and scrappy newspaper culture. . . . Written in a spare, sparkling style, Hainey’s memoir feels less like a gushing confessional and more like an elegiac poem.”	

        —Rachel Syme, NPR.org

        “[A] terrific memoir . . . Hainey’s representation of his mother bursts with love and awe. . . . The questions of family, loyalty and truth emerge in After Visiting Friends and will resonate with just about everyone. The surprise—for Hainey and the reader—is recognition of the compassion behind the cover-up.”	

        —Angela Matano, Campus Circle

        “After Visiting Friends is full of love for the lost world of nocturnal newspaper work and after-hours boozing.”

        —Janet Maslin, The New York Times

        “[After Visiting Friends] moves with the pace of a thriller. . . . It’s both tenderhearted and tough. Michael Hainey is blessed with his father’s writing chops, his mother’s steely resolve and his own, hard-won wisdom.”	

        —Dan Cryer, Newsday

        “Hainey’s sharp prose and attention to detail are impeccable. . . . We want Hainey to find the truth that will finally bring him peace, even as we don’t want Hainey’s marvelous exercise in journalistic memoir to come to an end.”	

        —Jason Diamond, Bookforum

        “Hacking through the tangles of conspiracy and silence, Hainey is as dogged as Marlowe or Spade, but his path is illuminated by a warmth of spirit those sleuths lacked.”	

        —Chris Wallace, The Daily Beast

        “Part what next? detective story, part moving family portrait, and part wistful ode to the whiskey-sloshed mid-century Chicago newspaper world . . .”	

        —Rob Brunner, Entertainment Weekly

        “In a sea of self-discovery memoirs, After Visiting Friends stands out for its level of journalistic inquiry.”

        —Rafi Kohan, The New York Observer

        “Peering into an uncomfortable past, the journalist traces his family’s history with dramatic, highly readable prose that makes the story feel like a compelling mystery.”	

        —Time Out New York

        “Captivating and poignant . . .”

        —Randy Dotinga, The Christian Science Monitor

        “After Visiting Friends is a devastating, heat-seeking, investigative search for the truth. . . . The gorgeousness of Hainey’s prose turns the search into an interior odyssey, to the limits of memory, to expiring minds that can no longer account for their undoing, to the dreams applied to family members who are no longer there.”

        —Christopher Bollen, Interview

        “[After Visiting Friends is] an elegy to a vanished era of newspapering.”

        —Michael Miner, Chicago Reader

        “Hainey’s recollection of a childhood defined by his father’s absence is haunting. . . . Hainey’s candor in After Visiting Friends, especially about the self-doubt and frustration that accompany his quest, makes it easy for us to root for him—not just in the search for truth but in the emotional transformation that comes with it.”

        —Ron Hogan, Shelf Awareness

        “A stirring book . . .”	

        —Kay Johnson, Hutchinson Leader

        “A beautifully written exploration of family bonds and the secrets that may test them.”	

        —Vanessa Bush, Booklist

        “[A] heartfelt memoir . . .”	

        —Publishers Weekly

        “Hainey’s writing is balletic, nimbly avoiding both sentimentality and sensationalism, making grief and absence into powerful and fully felt forces. His short scenes appear like flashes of memory, prose poems of what once was, and he skillfully weaves a narrative that transcends his own and spans generations. . . . Part elegy, part mystery and wholly unforgettable.”	

        —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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To Brooke


“If your mother says she loves you, check it out.”

—THE MAXIM OF CHICAGO NEWSPAPERMEN, ATTRIBUTED TO EDWARD “EULIE” H. EULENBERG, REPORTER AND NIGHT EDITOR, CITY NEWS BUREAU OF CHICAGO, 1927–1957

“It is the dead, not the living, who make the longest demands.”

—SOPHOCLES
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1

WHAT YOU ARE

I was home from school, visiting my grandmother in Chicago, when she told me this story, a story that involved an old Polish custom: When a boy has his first birthday, his family sits him in his high chair, and on the tray before him they place three objects—

Coin

Shot glass

Crucifix

“Whatever the boy chooses,” my grandmother says to me, “that will be his life.”

“And I?” I said. “What did I choose?”

“You?” she says. “You slammed your fist on the tray, sent everything scattering to the ground. There was your mother, on her knees, searching, cursing you and all the pieces she couldn’t find.”

“I never heard that story.”

“There’s lots of stories you haven’t heard.”

#

Even when I was a kid, and the holiday dinner was over, the plates pushed aside and the adults having coffee and the kolaczki that my grandmother always made, I’d linger at the table, ask her questions about the old days. How, when my mother was a young girl they had no money for medicine, so if she had a sore throat, my grandmother would make mashed potatoes, roll them in a dish towel, and put them on my mother’s neck. A hot compress. Or she’d tell me how my mother learned to play the accordion from Mr. Carnevale, down the block. Every Saturday, wrestling her instrument into her red wagon, pulling it to his studio on 63rd Street.

Once, some years ago, we were sitting around my mother’s kitchen table playing cards—my mother, my grandmother, and me; the matriarchy and me. (My grandfather was dead by now, and my father had died years earlier.) I asked my grandmother what it was like when she first got married. This was 1934. Middle of the Great Depression. They said their vows on Thanksgiving, so they could cobble together a four-day weekend and call it their honeymoon, such as it was. My grandfather was the only one working in his family—supporting his parents and his eight brothers and sisters—so he was unable to take any time off for the wedding, let alone a honeymoon. Not that they had the money to. Eighteen months later, my mother was born.

My grandmother tells me that she and my grandfather were so poor that they could not afford a crib for my mother, and for the first year she slept in an old dresser drawer.

“Sometimes at night I’d tuck your momma in and then Grampa and I would go to the corner tavern and have a beer. Cost a nickel. That was our Friday night.”

“Wait,” my mother says. “You left me home in the drawer? Alone?”

“You weren’t alone,” my grandmother tells her.

“Who was watching me?” my mother asks.

“God.”

My mother slams her hand on the table, gets up, and starts washing dishes.

My grandmother looks at me. “What’s she so hot about?”

#

One Christmas Eve, I had driven my grandmother and grandfather home. We’re sitting at the kitchen table, a bowl of pears between us, ripening green to yellow. My grandparents are telling me a story about the old neighborhood, and they can’t agree on when the story happened. My grandfather taps his finger softly on the table, three times, and says, “No, it was 1917. I know because it was the summer we hanged the kaiser in effigy.”

“You’re right,” my grandmother says. “There was a parade through the neighborhood, and we strung him up on a streetlight in front of Saint Adalbert’s. Lit a big fire out of trash.”

And I’m sitting there, thinking: How many people remain who can speak the sentence “It was the summer we hanged the kaiser in effigy”?

Her parents were from Krakow. “Crack-oov” is how she’d say it. She told me that her father tuned organs in a church there. They ended up in Chicago. Back of the Yards neighborhood. Poles. Germans. Austrians. What my grandfather called “Bohunks and Polacks, all of us.”

Her father ran a corner store. Canned goods. Boxes of basics. Shelves of staples for the families who washed up on the block. Families of men who worked the slaughterhouses—the Chicago Union Stock Yards. For a good hundred years, there was nothing like it on earth. An entire square mile of Chicago, devoted to butchering cattle and hogs or any other beast a man could ship from America’s hinterlands—our prairies and plains—turning it into canned meat, churning all of it into the bounty of America. This was the land of Swift, the kingdom of Armour. Chicago as the disassembly line. Chicago—how fast and how efficiently a creature could be reduced. Rendered. Broken down.

On summer nights, when the wind blew off the lake, the stench of death and dung hung over the whole city. My grandmother told me that some nights in her bed, she’d be awakened by what she called “the sad groaning”—beasts in the dark, all those miles away. Chicago.

That was them. Running their store and living in a small apartment in the back of it: my grandmother, her baby sister, her father and mother. That is, until her brother is born and their mother dies in the bedroom, giving birth. Her father pushed the baby into my grandmother’s hands, the baby still bloody, said, “Here.”

Then he got drunk.

My grandmother was left to raise her sister and her baby brother. A year later, when my grandmother was twelve, her father found a new wife—Sally. Sally was sixteen. Sally turned my grandmother’s father against her, and the day that my grandmother turned fifteen, she left, took a job cleaning houses for some rich people. But she persevered. To me, perseverance is the great trait. She taught me that.

I was in my thirties when I told my grandparents I wanted to see the old neighborhood. This was March. Thick of Lent. We get in my mother’s Buick. Chunks of rotting snow cling to the edge of the road, crusted over with carbon. Looking like they were smeared with newsprint. News of days long past, forgotten.

When we get to the old neighborhood, I round a corner and hear my grandfather from the backseat.

“Black Betty lived in that house. Olive skin. Give her a quarter and she’d let you lie with her in the weedy lot.”

In the rearview mirror, I see my grandmother elbow him.

“What?” he says. “I never done it. But it’s true. That’s the story I heard.”

I want to see Saint Adalbert’s, where they were married. One of those hulking masses of soot-stained stone, the kind they always tell you was built by immigrants’ pennies and nickels—and as we start walking up the steps my grandmother freezes. She’s been holding my arm to steady herself on the icy steps, but now she’s tightened her grip. She tells me she’s thinking of when her mother died and men shouldered her coffin from their house through the streets, to the church.

“When the guys carrying my mother’s casket got here, they set it down on the steps right here and opened it. ‘Final viewing,’ the priest said. I was standing next to her casket, and when I look down at my mother, I saw her face move. I thought she was alive. And I tug my father’s sleeve. Oh, I was so happy. I thought, God has heard me. And then my father says, ‘Look again.’ And you know what it was? Little worms. They’d already started.”

She looks at me. Her bottom lip trembles.

“We couldn’t afford to preserve her.”

#  #  #

Years later, I was home from New York one October when I went to see my grandmother. Over the past few months, she had been “deteriorating.” Mentally. In the span of six months she’d gone from living on her own to being in a nursing home. Or “assisted living,” as they call it now. She was in Central Baptist Village. Not that she’s Baptist. But it was closer to my mother’s house than any Catholic place, and my grandmother agreed to it.

Moving her was hard on my mother. Not just the packing up of my grandmother’s house, winnowing down her possessions, but the stress and strain of being responsible for her. I’d hear it in our phone calls.

That morning, my mother asks me to take an afghan to my grandmother.

“I think she needs an extra blanket,” she says.

The afghan is the same one that we had in the basement when I was a boy, the one my brother and I wrapped ourselves in when we watched reruns on the TV—our Zenith. My grandmother knit the afghan years ago, for my mother. Over the years, my grandmother has knit too many afghans to count. She makes them as wedding gifts. Somewhere in my mother’s basement there is one she knit for me. “I can’t wait forever, honey child,” she told me when I caught her knitting mine. “You’re forty. The way you’re going, who knows how long it’ll be.”

#

On my way to see her, I stop at Fannie May, the candy store. I get a small mixed assortment. A blustery, chill day. Fall, advancing on Chicago. Leaves—yellow, rain-battered, pulled down in the night—cling to cars and the damp blacktop.

I find her in the Common Room. A bunch of gray tufts and bald, liver-spotted heads seated in a semicircle. At the center, a heavy woman in white pants and a purple smock. The woman is leading them in group exercises, getting them to raise their arms over their heads, move their limbs in small circles.

“Let’s repeat our vowels,” she says, “A, E, I, O, U.”

From the group, a murmuring. “Ehh . . . Eee . . . Eye . . . Oh . . . Ewe.”

With each vowel, they lower their arms a few inches. They look like aged mariners, sending semaphore. Signaling to ships in the mist somewhere out at sea.

Eighty, ninety years ago, these people are sitting in a schoolroom, in the same messy half circle, being led through the same drill—minus the arm exercises. And here they are now, on the other side of life. Trying to hold on to what they learned so long ago.

I walk over and touch her shoulder. I’m prepared for her not to recognize me. Her eyes, all exaggerated behind her glasses, try to focus on me. She takes my hand.

“Michael . . . ”

#

We walk the long hallway to her room. She leans on her walker, plows ahead, slowly. I walk beside her, my hand on the small of her curved back. She’s like an old car—she drifts left—so I have to ease her away from the wall.

“Look at me,” she says. “I’m just a skeleton. I should go trick-or-treating. I’d scare ’em all good, I would.”

Her room has two single beds, hospital types, made to be raised up, angled. The bed near the door is unmade, waiting. On it, the Sunday Tribune sits unread. The bed beneath the window is my grandmother’s. On the nightstand are two photo albums my brother’s son made for her. “Moments of her life,” he told me they were, “to help her remember.” My nephew is eight.

To the right of the bed, there’s an armoire. On it, someone has taped a piece of paper, computer-printed:

ESTELLE HUDAK

FAMILY DOES OWN LAUNDRY

She maneuvers to the bed. There’s a wheelchair in the corner and I pull it up, sit toe-to-toe with her.

“I brought you a trick-or-treat,” I say, and I place the box on her lap.

For a minute, she holds the box and gazes at it, then hands it back to me.

“Can I have one?” she asks.

I give her a chocolate cream. She raises it to her mouth. A tongue emerges, takes the candy. Like a tortoise I saw at the zoo. She bites, almost in slow motion, chews so slowly I swear I can feel her tasting it.

She asks, “Why’d you bring me candy?”

“I told you,” I say. “Halloween.”

She says, “Is it Halloween? I can’t remember.”

As I put the candy on the nightstand, I notice a piece of paper. “That’s my bedtime reading,” she says to me.

It’s a pamphlet from Resurrection Cemetery. Inside, there is a form filled out. My grandfather’s burial record:

NAME: FRANK HUDAK

GRAVE: 3

LOT: 13

BLOCK: 21

SECTION: 59

“That’s going to be my address soon,” my grandmother says. “I read that every night before I go to bed so that if I don’t wake up, I know where to go. I don’t want Saint Peter putting me on the wrong bus. Grave four. Right next to my little Franta. Sixty-seven years we were married, Mike.”

Her head droops down, chin against her chest. I reach out, my hand under her chin. Raise her head. Tears are in her eyes, and I wipe them with my fingers.

“I wish it were over, Mike. People weren’t meant to live this long.”

“Did you take your pills today?” I say to her.

“Yes.”

Ninety-five years old, and she’s on antidepressants. What’s the world come to? I think.

Truth is, she never got over my grandfather’s dying. That whole year after, she’d sit at the kitchen table and cry, stare out the shutters.

She reaches out, takes my hands in hers.

“Warm my hands,” she says. “They’re cold.”

She slips her hands inside my cupped hands. Her hands like two small mammals burrowing inside a hollow, hunkering down against each other, against the coming freeze.

“I used to worry about you,” she says, “but I don’t anymore. You’re over the wall.”

“What’s the wall?”

“Fear.”
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THE SHADE, RAISED

April 24, 1970. Friday morning. The sun, searing the shade, my brother’s and mine. We share a room. Twin beds above the kitchen, side by side. Headboards against the wall beneath the window that looks down on a tiny cement patio. A small house next to an alley next to a grocery-store parking lot. Kroger.

Scraggly forsythias divide our alley from the parking lot. Fragile yellow flowers the color of Peeps pop on the thin branches. Mostly the branches catch the trash that forever swirls in our lot. Flyers and circulars. Papers.

This is on the Far Northwest Side, a block from the Kennedy Expressway, in the shadow of O’Hare.

#  #  #

My mother’s hand on my shoulder. “Time for school,” she says.

She wears a blue robe and pale blue slippers that look like sandals. She is thirty-three, thin with frosted brunette hair and deep, heavy-lidded almond-shaped brown eyes and a tight mouth. She looks like Queen Elizabeth. It’s like they’re twins in time. Pick a photo of Elizabeth from any year and lay a photo of my mother next to it. Sisters, you’d say. Especially in the mouth and eyes. Same hair, too. My mother has always wished her hair were curlier, that it had more body. For years, my grandmother gave her a perm every few months, my mother hanging her head in our cold gray washtub.

The doorbell rings. My mother says, “Who could that be?”

She walks to the window and raises the shade.

“What the hell are they doing here?” she says.

Below, my grandfather and grandmother, my uncle Dick and aunt Helen, are standing on the porch in the shadow of our honey locust tree, its tiny leaves fluttering in the breeze.

My mother walks out.

From the air vents along the floorboards my brother and I can hear the adults in the kitchen below. No words. Just sounds.

I remember exactly what happens when I get into that kitchen—and every moment afterward. But sitting with my brother on the edge of our beds in our pajamas, that bright morning in April, him eight and me six—even now I feel like I’m imagining it.

My brother and I pause at the top of the stairs. Then there we are, on the edge of the living room.

“The boys are here,” Uncle Dick says.

He pushes us forward, into the kitchen. The sun is bright. The linoleum white and cold on my bare feet. My mother sits at the kitchen table, in the chair she will sit in the rest of her life. Her chair to solve the Jumble. Her crosswords chair. Her chair for solitaire. My grandmother stands behind her, a handkerchief’d fist to her mouth.

My mother reaches out. “Come over here.”

She sets us on her chair, my brother and me, side by side. We’re still that small.

“Your dad is dead.”

Her eyes are red but she is not crying. “It’s going to be okay,” she says. “We’ll be fine.”

She hugs us. And as I sit there, crushed against my brother, held tight by my mother’s arm, I can feel, against my chest, my brother’s chest, quivering. I struggle to pull back from my mother’s embrace.

He’s crying.

In that moment I think only one thing: how excited I am. Because my whole life up until then, my brother has never cried. Whenever I have cried, he’s always teased me, told me I was a baby. I point at him and start to laugh and I say, “Crybaby! Crybaby!”
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THE NIGHT SLOT

My father was the night slot man. That’s a newspaper term. From the time he is a young boy of six or seven in Dust Bowl Nebraska, back in the Depression, all he wants is to work in newspapers. All he wants is to escape, to get to Chicago and be a newspaperman, just like his brother.

My dad’s name is Bob. He idolizes his brother, who is twelve years older. His brother’s name is Dick.

Their father was many things, but mostly he was a switchman and, when called upon, a griever. Those are railroad terms. Their father passes most of his life in the windblown rail yard of McCook, a town barely bigger than an afterthought. Day after day, he couples and uncouples strings of boxcars and then waits for the engines that will come to pull them apart or carry them away.

At eight, my father gets a job as a paperboy, delivering the Omaha World-Herald. In high school, he edits The Bison, the school paper. Come graduation in 1952, the Omaha World-Herald declares him “one of Nebraska’s brightest newsboys”—who has worked his route “with diligence and dedication.” They give him a “Carrier’s Scholarship”—$150. He also earns a $450 scholarship from Northwestern University and uses it to attend the Medill School of Journalism, just like Dick, who is by now an editor at the Tribune. Dick delivers the address at my father’s commencement. The Omaha World-Herald runs a story headlined TWO BROTHERS GET ATTENTION AT MCCOOK HIGH GRADUATION. The editors print head shots of Dick and my father. Beneath them, a caption: Richard, Robert . . . Speaker, Listener.

Five years later, in May 1957, my father graduates with a master’s degree in journalism. A few days after commencement, he packs up his room in a boardinghouse run by an Armenian woman on Foster Street. A Sigma Nu fraternity brother drives him and his suitcases down to Chicago’s Union Station, where he boards the Burlington Zephyr, bound to McCook.

He doesn’t want to go back to Nebraska, but Dick, who is the chief of the local copy desk at the Chicago Tribune, tells him that it is all but impossible to get hired at the Tribune straight out of college. “Most of the reporters didn’t even graduate from high school. You need experience. That’s the only way they’ll respect you.”

The McCook Daily Gazette is in search of a managing editor for a special project, and my father takes the job. The town is getting ready to celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of its founding. In 1882, the Burlington & Missouri River Railroad needs a way station between Denver and Omaha where it can switch out crews and add a more powerful locomotive for the climb through the Rockies. They name the nothingness after General Alexander McDowell McCook, a Union soldier in the Civil War who spends his prewar years wandering the frontier, putting down Indian uprisings.

The Gazette is a small paper, but my father consoles himself with the fact that it’s a daily and it covers all of southwest Nebraska. Just as the Great Depression hits, the Gazette buys a propeller plane, christens it the Newsboy, and claims to make journalism history by becoming “the first paper in the world to be regularly delivered by airplane.” Every day, the Newsboy takes flight from an airstrip notched into a cornfield on the outskirts of town and zigzags through the skies of southwestern Nebraska and northwestern Kansas. Through a hole in the plane’s thin floorboard, the pilot of the Newsboy drops bundles of papers down onto towns even smaller than McCook. It’s all very successful until a windstorm sweeps into town and hurls the plane end over end, splintering it. So dies the Newsboy.

The paper is published in a limestone building on Norris Avenue where, above the front door, someone has chiseled: SERVICE IS THE RENT WE PAY FOR THE SPACE WE OCCUPY IN THIS WORLD. My father dedicates himself to his work, creating the Gazette’s seventy-fifth-anniversary issue. He spends that summer interviewing old-timers and digging through records at City Hall and the town library. He edits stories for the paper, as well as reports and writes.

One night, so the story goes, he and a high school buddy, Bob Morris, drive out of town and spend the night drinking beer. On the way back, they come across a road-construction site. My father climbs onto the earthmover and drives it toward the darkened river.

“What are you doing?” his buddy yells, laughing on the bank.

“Getting some experience,” my father says.

The following morning the Red Willow County sheriff calls the Gazette—he asks for a reporter to drive out to the river. My father arrives at the scene of the crime. Once there, he interviews the officers as well as the construction foreman and then publishes a story in the next day’s paper: MYSTERY VANDAL HITS CONSTRUCTION SITE. The sheriff thanks him for helping to draw attention to the crime.

He publishes the Gazette’s commemorative edition, says his good-byes, walks to the redbrick train station at the bottom of Norris Avenue, and buys a ticket for Chicago. His brother has gotten him a job as a copy editor on the Neighborhood News desk at the Chicago Tribune.

#  #  #

By September 1957, my mother has been working at the Tribune for almost five years. She starts when she’s sixteen, still a senior at Gage Park High School. My mother ends up there because my grandmother sees a help-wanted ad in the Tribune classifieds. Years later, my mother sends the ad to me. My grandmother had kept it packed away and my mother uncovers it after she moves her into Central Baptist. My mother scribbles a note: Mike, A step back in time. Love, Mom

GIRL FOR TRIBUNE

16 TO 19 YEARS OF AGE.

ERRANDS, CLERICAL, IN NEWS DEPT.

DAY SHIFT. 40 HOURS A WEEK.

MUST BE WILLING TO WORK SATURDAYS

AND SUNDAYS. THIS JOB AVAILABLE

AFTER AUGUST 28. ANSWER BY LETTER

ONLY TO TONY STEGER, NEWS DEPT.

4TH FL. TRIBUNE TOWER

435 NORTH MICHIGAN AVE.

When my father arrives from Nebraska, my mother is barely twenty-one years old, a gal Friday for the paper’s editorial cartoonists. She attends college part-time but will not graduate. She’s too in love with the newspaper life. Later she will work on the Tribune’s Radio-Television desk, writing up listings for the television guide.

“The Tribune was the happiest time of my life,” she tells me.

In a room full of crusty old guys with cigarettes singed to their lips and half-drained bottles rattling in their desk drawers, she stands out. “She was all our daughters,” one of them tells me years later. “We adored her.” She blossoms under their attention. She begins to see there is a world beyond the world she knows. A world of smart, knowing men. A world at the center of the world. A world that knows what’s happening. A world where things happen. Like the day Bob Hope drops by. She gets her photo taken with him. Her parents can’t believe it. Or the day she goes down to the Radio Grill and buys drinks for the guys. A slew of screwdrivers in paper cups on a plastic cafeteria tray that she carries across Michigan Avenue and up the elevator into the City Room. Twenty drinks, to go. Her idea.

“I thought it’d be funny,” she tells me. “All the guys loved it.” Then she does that thing she always does—waves her hand and looks away and says, “I don’t know.”

All the while, she’s living with her parents in the West Elsdon neighborhood, by the runways of Midway Airport, on the city’s Southwest Side. A small, tidy house among row after row of small, tidy houses built on old prairie, just after World War II was won and the men came home. Each with a small yard. In theirs, my grandfather plants a silver maple. Broad-limbed and overarching. Its seeds, come spring, green and conjoined. Thin wings. As a boy I would gather handfuls of them. Split them from each other. Cast them to the wind. Watch them helicopter to places beyond my reach.

In the fall of 1957, the man who will become my father walks into the Tribune newsroom and starts working with his brother as a copy editor. I have a photo of the two of them sitting face-to-face at the copy desk, my uncle speaking, and my father, listening.

My father covers the city. He writes a feature about the construction of Chicago’s new water-filtration plant. (WORLD’S BIGGEST WATER FILTRATION PLANT HERE NEARLY A THIRD COMPLETED); he writes about a man trying to get the Dukes, a West Side gang, off the streets (DUKES NO LONGER HAVE THEIR DUKES UP; HERE’S WHY); he writes a piece about the dead-letter office (DEAD LETTERS? POST OFFICE SLEUTHS KEEP ’EM ALIVE); the 4-H Fair (DOZING ENTRIES BELIE BUSTLE AT 4-H FAIR); the tale of a man named Otis T. Carr, trying to raise money to build the flying saucer he wants to fly to the moon (TRIP TO MOON? OTIS IS READY); about a reunion of men who’ve been saved by the Pacific Garden Mission (SKID ROW GRADS HOLD A REUNION—EX-ALCOHOLICS PRAISE GOD AND MISSION). He cuts these stories from the paper and mails them home to Nebraska, where his mother pastes them in another scrapbook.

For the next couple of years, he will move from general assignment reporter to copy editor to assistant picture editor. It’s a lot of movement because the “Old Men,” as management is known, have marked him as an up-and-comer, and they want him to get experience.

By 1957, the Tribune is the biggest and most powerful of Chicago’s five dailies. As a morning paper, it competes with the Sun-Times. The Defender is also a morning paper, but since it is for the city’s black population, the other dailies don’t pay much attention to it. The two afternoon papers—the Daily News and the Chicago American (which later changes its name to Chicago Today)—are sister publications of the Sun-Times and the Tribune, respectively. The Tribune still labors under the shadow of “the Colonel”—Colonel Robert McCormick, the recently dead owner. Grandson of the paper’s founder and grandnephew of Cyrus McCormick, the man who developed the reaper, the Colonel is a rabid Republican and uses the paper to crusade against the New Deal, back Joe McCarthy, and rant against the Commie threat, wherever he imagines it to be. He plants an American flag on the banner and dubs the Tribune “An American Paper for Americans.” In November 1948, it is the Colonel and his obsessive Republican wishful thinking, as much as any editor’s ineptitude, that results in the Tribune’s most infamous headline: DEWEY DEFEATS TRUMAN. The Colonel dies in 1955—four days before Richard J. Daley gets elected to the first of his six terms as mayor—but his presence looms over the paper for years. “That’s not the way the Colonel would want it” is what men say in the newsroom to keep someone in check. A paper edited by a dead man.

#

In one of my father’s scrapbooks, there is an 8½-x-11 black and white, shot by one of the Tribune photographers. It’s a crowd scene, and there, on the edge of the red carpet that unspools up and out of the picture, is my father—crew-cut, notebook in hand, alone in a cluster of dignitaries crowding the steps of the Ambassador West hotel. In front of my father stands Prince Philip. In front of him, his wife, the young queen—Elizabeth. In the photo, all eyes are on her. She is white-sun-hatted and white-dressed, and about to step from a wide and deep whitewalled Lincoln convertible. Men, waiting for her to alight, hold ajar her suicide doors. Her white-gloved hand touches the side of the black car. Mayor Daley watches her. And he—my young father, off to the side—watches this woman hardly older than he, really, as she prepares to ascend the steps. It is 1959 and the queen has come to Chicago to celebrate the completion of the Saint Lawrence Seaway, linking Lake Michigan and the Atlantic Ocean, linking Chicago to the world. From here, finally, a man can sail unimpeded.

The next day, July 7, my father’s story runs with the subheadlines:

ROSES, QUIPS

BRIGHTEN MEAL

FOR ELIZABETH

————

QUEEN EATS A LITTLE,

LAUGHS A LOT

My father tells Chicago what Elizabeth ate at lunch (lamb and duck, local) and what Governor Stratton of Illinois gives her as a gift (Carl Sandburg’s six-volume set of books on Abraham Lincoln).

#

The first Saturday in May 1959. Derby Day. My father and his pal from McCook, Bob Morris, the same guy who was with him at the Gazette, are tossing a Kentucky Derby bash to break in their new apartment. My dad thumbtacks an invite to the newsroom bulletin board. It’s BYOB.

My mother’s just broken her engagement to a man she had been dating for a year. She ends it after she realizes he drinks too much. She breaks down in front of her parents at their kitchen table, telling them between sobs that she doesn’t love the man. My grandparents stare at her. They do not have the vocabulary for this. My grandfather says, “You need to talk to the priest.”

As my mother tells me years later—“There I am, twenty-two years old and living at home, my life falling apart, and what do my parents tell me to do? Go talk to the priest. I walk over to the rectory of Saint Turibius, ring the doorbell. I hated it.”

Her girlfriends at the paper, looking out for her, tell my mother she should go to the party.

“You know,” says Diane Lenzi, who works in the Tribune’s Morgue, “Hainey looks like a nice one. Why don’t you see if you can get him to date you?”

When my mother tells me this, I ask, “Did you go to the party alone?”

“Of course not,” she says. “I brought a six-pack.”

#

She borrows my grandfather’s Ford Fairlane. A ’55. Blue and white. It’s the first car my grandfather has ever owned, as he doesn’t get his license until 1955, when he’s forty-five.

She has to drive all the way to the North Side, almost to Evanston. She’s never been this far north. She arrives just after 4 p.m., in time to see the horses go off on the small black and white.

The man who will become my father is not there. He’s working the late shift and doesn’t arrive until ten. My father, arriving late. My mother, waiting. From the start, their pattern.

She’s a girl in a blue skirt and a yellow cashmere cardigan. She knows she’s supposed to talk to him. But that’s not something she does. Suddenly a friend pulls her over to Bob Hainey and his group of young newsmen in a corner, all confident.

“Bob,” her friend says, pushing my mother toward the circle. “You know Barbara Hudak. Radio-TV desk?”

“I do,” he says.

Because he does know her. And she knows him. For months, the old men in the newsroom have been telling her, “He’s a guy worth knowing.” And they’ve been telling him, “She’s a girl to get to know.” Now, here they are. They talk. They drink. The circle of friends expands, contracts, expands, and then, finally, contracts to just them. Two new friends.

She looks at her watch. “I need to go home.”

“Why? We’re having fun. I just got here.”

She tells him that tonight, her father starts work at 3 a.m. He’s an engraver at a printing plant in town, she says, crafting the metal plates for Life magazine.

“If I don’t leave now,” she says, “Life doesn’t happen.”

#

He asks her out. Their nights, a rhythm.

My father works 2 p.m. to 10 p.m., drives his ’57 Plymouth to the South Side to pick her up, then drives to one of his haunts on the North Side. He wears a suit and tie. Ever since he showed up for his first day of college, he’s made it a priority to dress well. “I’ll never forget how I felt,” he tells my grandmother years later, “showing up there in my Nebraska clothes, seeing all those guys with money. I’m in brown and they’re in blue. I got the picture fast.”

Their first date is at the Bit & Bridle. My father likes it because it once was a roadhouse. Left over from a time when the area north of the city was stables, pastures, and nurseries. Inside, pine-paneled walls the color of honey. Paintings of men in red jackets and black hats, riding horses, tallyhoing over hedges and fields. The waiter shows them to a tight, round table. A small red candle glows between them. The man asks what they want to drink. My father says, “Manhattan.”

My mother freezes, doesn’t want to embarrass herself.

“That’s when I looked to the bar and saw a sign,” she tells me later. “It said Champale. I ordered that. I figured it was classy.”

My mother has instructions from my grandmother: “I don’t want you sitting in the car and necking. Just come in the house and do it, if you have to do it.”

They stop at the door and he kisses her. The wind blows and rustles the leaves of the silver maple that shades them from the streetlamp’s glare.

#

A few weeks later, he asks her to be his date to the Page-One Ball—an awards dinner for Chicago newspapermen. It is June 13—my mother’s birthday. But she doesn’t tell him.

After the awards, he drives her home. On Ogden Avenue, cop lights in his rearview. Maybe he’s had too much to drink. Worse, he’s in Cicero, a city unto itself. This is where Capone ruled. My father pulls to the curb. He hands the cop his license, a five-dollar bill paper-clipped to it.

“This ain’t gonna do, sir.”

He hands my father his license, the five bucks gone. The cop tells my father to get in the squad car.

He points to my mother. “You follow.”

The car’s a stick. She barely knows how to drive one. But she follows them to the station—just in time to see my father taken away to a cell. Another cop drives my mother home. She doesn’t hear from my father until the next afternoon, after he calls Uncle Dick to bail him out. Everything gets fixed when Dick shows up and tells the cops that my father is a reporter, too.

When my father is led out of his cell, the desk sergeant says, “Why didn’t you say you were one of us? Next time, show us your press pass.”

The cop puts a hand on my uncle’s shoulder. “He’s lucky he has you.”

#

By the late 1950s, four of the five newspapers are clustered in a tight circle around Michigan Avenue and the Chicago River, in the
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